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Eroticism as a Metaphor for the Human-Divine Relationhip in
Attar’s Conference of the Birds, or Mantiqu’t-Tair
Marisa Sikes
Austin Peay State University
Farídu’d-Dín Ἁṭṭār’s The Speech of the Birds employs transgressive erotic
imagery in multiple sub-tales in ways that both enhance the frame tale’s
significance and suggest that persistent, discrete categories of love poetry and
religious poetry are untenable as far as Ἁṭṭār’s works are concerned. Eroticism
in Ἁṭṭār’s work paradoxically elicits shock and supports orthodoxy, sometimes
simultaneously. In the narrative of Shaikh-i Sam’ān religious taboos are broken
by a Muslim shaikh devoted to a Christian beloved who spurns him continuously.
In “The Princess and the Beautiful Slave-Boy” eroticism is overtly presented as
a metaphor for temporary, ecstatic union with the divine. In the “The Vazir’s
Beautiful Son” heteronormativity is cast aside in order to delineate a narrative
example of spiritual growth, suffering, and ultimately spiritual mystery. Ἁṭṭār’s
The Speech of the Birds employs eroticism as a tool to dislocate the spiritual
seeker as well as a metaphor to explicate the emotional valence of what it means
to suffer in pursuit of divine unity. Each of these sub-tales also offer confirmation
that spiritual struggle is a communal, not individual process.

Farídu’d-Dín Ἁṭṭār was a Persian poet of the late twelfth and early

thirteenth centuries who wrote in the Sufi tradition; the dates of his life
and compositions are not certain, and there continues to be scholarly
discussion about the dates of completion of some of his works.1 His
long narrative poem, The Speech of the Birds, or Manṭiqu’ṭ-Ṭair, is
usually dated to the last quarter of the twelfth century.2 Like many of
Ἁṭṭār’s narrative poems, Manṭiqu’ṭ-Ṭair, according to Paul Losensky,
1 Reinert’s article in Encyclopedia Iranica and Safi’s in the third edition of the Encyclopedia of Islam give his birth and death dates as c. 1145-1221. The death date is generally
tied to the Mongol invasion of Nīšāpūr, Ἁṭṭār’s dwelling place. For an account of Ἁṭṭār’s
life that integrates historical information with the admittedly legendary lives of Ἁṭṭār, see
Kermani, Terror of God, 25-30 and 57-62.
2 There is some internal evidence that suggests an early completion date for Manṭiqu’ṭṬair, such as 1175, 1178, or 1187. Landolt, “Ἁṭṭār, Sufism, and Ismailism,” 8-9. Reinert
identifies 1177 as the only date included by Ἁṭṭār in his works as “the year of his completion of the Manṭeq al-tayr” but notes that this is not “conclusive evidence” because this
date is not found across all manuscripts of the text. Reniert, “Aṭṭār, Farīd-al-dīn.” The name
of this work is transliterated and translated variously in English scholarship; I follow Peter
Avery’s spellings and translations herein.
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makes “use of frame stories, a single narrative running the length of
the work that serves to motivate and organize a heterogeneous array
of shorter tales, anecdotes, and parables.”3 There has been some
scholarly work that points out the structural similarity between
Manṭiqu’ṭ and poems such as Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury
Tales or even the obvious bird connection with Parliament of Fowles.4
However, thematically Manṭiqu’ṭ-Ṭair shares more in common with
Western literature about fin’amors such as Chaucer’s Troilus and
Criseyde than it does with the structure of The Canterbury Tales or
the content of Parliament of Fowles. Further, it is a text that defies
understanding based on discrete categories of erotic and religious
poetry. Ἁṭṭār employs the language and imagery of erotic love and
desire within an otherwise overtly religious and didactic narrative
poem. The erotic metaphor found in the longest and perhaps best
known sub-tale, “The Story of Shaikh-i Sam’ān,”5 also appears
elsewhere within Manṭiqu’ṭ, particularly within “The Princess and
3 Losensky, “Words and Deeds,” 76. Dick Davis says of frame narratives: “the frame story
that functions as religious allegory, is often a minutely organized artefact.” Davis, “The
Journey as Paradigm,” 174. Fatemah Keshavarz agrees with Davis as she discusses the
minute poetic structure of various parts of the poem in Keshavarz, “The Flight of Birds,”
especially 117. On the source of Ἁṭṭār’s specific frame tale de Bruijn explains, “the story
of the frame work was taken from a symbolic tale about birds, which in the twelfth century
had been told in Arabic and Persian prose respectively by Muhammad and Ahmad Ghazali.
The use of the bird as a symbol of the human soul, implied in that story, is even attested
earlier in philosophical allegories among the writings of Ibn Sina (d. 1037) in Arabic poetry
and prose.” de Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 101. See also Kermani, Terror of God, 31 and
47-48. Kermani notes more broadly of frame tales: “Weaving differently colored threads
into a main narrative is a fundamental strategy in Eastern literature” (47).
4 Decidedly brief are Maryam Khoshbakht, Moussa Ahmadian, Shahruhk Hekmat, “A
Comparative Study of Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales and Ἁṭṭār’s The Conference of the
Birds” International Journal of Applied Linguistics and English Literature 2.1 (2013): 9097 and Nor Faridah Abdul Manaf, “The Influence of Farid al-din Ἁṭṭār’s Mantiq al-Tayr
(The Conference of the Birds) on Western Writers: From Chaucer to Peter Brook,” The
Islamic Quarterly 46.3 (2002): 247-58. Zacharias P. Thundy also posits Ἁṭṭār’s work is a
model for Chaucer. Zacharias P. Thundy, “Chaotic Order in the Supertext of the Canterbury Tales and the Persian Manteq-at Tair” Michigan Academician 31.3 (1999): 985-98.
Ferial Ghazoul compares Ἁṭṭār’s search for the divine with that found in the Holy Grail
tradition in Ghazoul, “Departure in Search of the Divine in the Arabo-Persian and FrancoEnglish Traditions” Annali di Ca’ Foscari 48.3 (2009): 139-163.
5 See Shackle, “Representations” for the variety of translations of this sub-tale.
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the Beautiful Slave-Boy,” and “The Vazir’s Beautiful Son.”6 Both
of these narratives, like the narrative of Shaikh-i Sam’ān, employ
variant economies of erotic desire to explore multiple, sometimes
contradictory, ideas about the relationship between the divine and
the individual soul. Additionally, in each of these sub-tales, there is
an element of transgression infused into the erotic economies.
Sam’ān’s story violates prescriptions against relationships of people
of different faiths. Sam’ān’s erotic desire imitates the ultimate
obsessive longing for God that the ideal pilgrim soul at the peak
of gnostic ability ought to manifest for God. Sam’ān’s journey also
presents the movement from an exoteric Islamic faith to an esoteric
one infused with an understanding of Sufi concepts of the dissolution
of the self (naf).7 Additionally, such esoteric faith recognizes the
importance of religious community and radical self-sacrifice through
subjugation of the ego in pursuit of God the Beloved.8
6 Nicholas Boylston’s holistic reading of Manṭiqu’ṭ-Ṭair in his dissertation classifies the
poem’s sub-tales into three categories. One of these categories is the Miniature Romance,
about which he observes that “Ἁṭṭār gives space for character development and poetic
description of the characters involved.” Boylston, “Writing the Kaleidoscope,” 361. All
three of the sub-tales I examine fall into this category of tale. Such prevalence of the
romance within Ἁṭṭār’s twelfth-century poem suggests that he was not writing in a theological vacuum given the appearance of literary-mystical romances such as Nizami Ganjavi’s Layla and Majnun (584/1188) and Khosraw and Shirin (576/1180-81). Additionally,
Husayn Illahi Ghomshei notes of the latter that it “teaches that the only role that man is fit
to play in the entire theatre of Existence is that of the lover.” Ghomshei, “The Principles,”
78. Helmut Ritter also discusses Majnun in particular as a model of the mystical lover,
especially 384, 413.
7 Yannis Toussulis provides a clear glossary of many Sufi terms and defines naf as “self or
soul, in the sense of the individuated quality of personhood; the individual ‘I’ that must be
purified or refined in order to experience transcendence; sometimes used as a shorthand for
the ‘divisive ego.’” Toussulis, Sufism, 243-244.
8 I should note that Toussulis, quoting Hamid Algar points out the importance of communal spirituality for Sufis who place an “‘emphasis on the spiritual efficiency of a virtuous and devotional companionship (suhbat), that is, the company of their masters and
companions . . . . In another of his definitions of his path Bahuaddin [1318-1389] describes
it as the path of companionship.” Algar quoted in Toussulis, Sufism, 81. Admittedly this
Sufi figure is later than Ἁṭṭār, but his writings could simply make explicit a long-standing
practice, as it seems from Ἁṭṭār’s work. Additionally, this perspective is lent credence by
Kermani’s finding that another of Ἁṭṭār’s works, The Book of Suffering, “emphasizes that
no one should embark on an inward journey without the guidance of a leader.” Kermani,
Terror of God, 40.
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In “The Princess and the Beautiful Slave-Boy” an erotic encounter
that violates social class boundaries stands in as metaphor for the
mystical union of the soul with Allah. Instead of the presentation
of the ideal pilgrim “The Princess and the Beautiful Slave-Boy”
investigates the pilgrim’s experience upon a direct encounter with
the divine and the perplexity that it results in for the pilgrim once
that encounter is over. The slave who is overwhelmed by his alcohollaced sensual pleasures represents the spiritual drunkenness that so
often appears in Persian Sufi poetry where wine and intoxication
with the love of God are potent symbols of the pilgrim’s ecstatic
longing.
The matrix of eroticism, desire, obedience, and suffering is more
complex in the “The Vazir’s Beautiful Son,” but erotic desire and
ecstatic devotion remain in the narrative’s homoeroticism. This subtale investigates yet another element of the pilgrim’s journey by
simultaneously showing to the reader and shielding the reader from
the states of ego annihilation (fana) and abiding in God (baqa).9
Within this sub-tale, which concerns a same-sex relationship, ‘Aṭṭār
employs eroticism of a transgressive nature, but it should be noted
that that transgressive quality derives from the power inversions
and unexpected emotional outbursts of figures normally coded as
powerful and rational.10 For example, a youth becomes a pīr (an
“elder,” or a term “synonymous with shaykh”) to his elder and
king.11 These power inversions generate the transgression in this
sub-tale while the homoeroticism derives from a well-established
Persian literary trope. This trope continues in Persian literature long
9 Here I paraphrase the meanings of these terms provided by Toussulis, Sufism, 237-47.
10 El-Rouayheb has pointed out that “Sexual roles as a rule mirrored nonsexual relations
of power, the sexually dominant (the penetrator) also being the socially dominant (the
man, the husband, the master). Love, on the other hand, tended to overturn the established
social order, causing a master to be enthralled by his slave, . . . . There is abundant evidence to suggest that many individuals actually experienced passionate love as an addictive
submission to a beloved who would otherwise occupy a lower status than themselves.”
El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality, 90. Ἁṭṭār’s poetry enacts these inversions over and
over again.
11 Toussullis, Sufism, 244.
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after ‘Aṭṭār’s death, and includes the poetry of Ḥāfiẓ of Shīraz that
is well-known and beloved by Muslim populations. Shahah Ahmed
even suggests knowledge of Ḥāfiẓ is central “to the historical being
[Ahmed’s emphasis] of Muslims.”12 Additionally, Leonard Lewisohn
writes:
Although it is well-known that it was customary in all medieval Islamic
societies for children first to memorize the Qur’ān before pursuing other
studies, . . . all the Persianate civilizations of Islamdom (Ottoman Turkey,
Safavid and Qajar Persia, Timurid Central Asia and Mughal India…)
have for the past five centuries been ‘Ḥāfiẓocentric’ as well. Up to the
1950s, Muslim children in Iran and Afghanistan and India were taught
first to memorize the Qur’ān, and secondly to commit the poetry of Ḥāfiẓ
to heart, . . . 13

All this is to say that the homoeroticism in ‘Aṭṭār, which is also
displayed in Ḥāfiẓ, is far less of a violation of literary and cultural
norms in ‘Aṭṭār’s time and place than might initially appear to a
Western, modern reader whose own religious history aligns with
Christianity, whether or not that reader is a practicing Christian.
Ἁṭṭār’s adoption of and reliance upon erotic literary idiom places
Manṭiqu’ṭ within a realm of religious literature that is not organized
in an overtly rational manner, nor can readers rely only upon their
intellectual capacity to understand and accept its religious precepts.
The co-existence of the erotic and religious problematizes these
categories of poetry and suggests the need to read them both against
and with one another. In “Sewn Together with the Thread of the
Sun” Fatemeh Keshavarz argues for the importance of reading
Ἁṭṭār’s Manṭiqu’ṭ as neither religious document nor literature,
but rather interdisciplinarily as both literary and religious.14 This
12 Ahmed, What is Islam?, 33.
13 Lewisohn, “Prolegomenon,” 16. Aside from this observation, Peter Avery provides
a number of personal anecdotes about his encounters with Iranians that illustrate Ḥāfiẓ’s
cultural omnipresence in the region. For example, when he meets an illiterate youth from
Shīrāz, he recites an opening line of a poem by Ḥāfiẓ about the city and the youth in turn
recites the rest of the poem. Avery makes the point that the cultural saturation of Ḥāfiẓ is so
intense that even the illiterate can quote the poetry they might not be able to read from the
page. Avery, “Foreword,” x-xi.
14 Keshavarz, “Sewn Together,” 38-39.
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position supports what I see as a scholarly need to investigate the
intellectual and literary relationships between Ἁṭṭār’s Manṭiqu’ṭ
and primarily secular, love poetry of medieval Europe, though this
cannot be part of this current assessment of ‘Aṭṭār’s eroticism. His
embrace of erotic love metaphors and allegories is a clear indication
that discrete categories of the erotic and the religious cannot always
be asserted—each informs the other in ‘Aṭṭār and cannot be fully
understood without reference to the other.
A Brief Overview of Literary Traditions that Inform Manṭiqu’
The ambiguity of literary eroticism is especially prevalent in Persian
Sufi poetry, which J. T. P. de Bruijn makes plain in his introduction
to its various genres. De Bruijn notes that “When Sufis began to
write Persian poems they adapted many forms of court poetry to
their own ends” and likewise “expansion of Sufi poetry equally
made its impact on the poetry of ‘the world’ so that eventually
the lines distinguishing the two became vague.”15 This leaves the
interpretation of such poetry uncertain, as de Bruijn suggests that
whether to read the love discussed in such poetry as ‘ishq (carnal
love) or as a metaphor for divine union is usually decided upon
based on the extant biographical materials of the author and whether
or not any affiliation with mysticism is present.16 For the purposes
of this examination, the most relevant genres of Persian poetry are
the ghazal, or love lyric, and the masnavi, sometimes called the epic
or narrative genre. Ἁṭṭār wrote both of these types of poetry and
while Manṭiqu’ṭ-Ṭair is unquestionably an example of the didactic
masnavi, it shows influence from the poetic traits of the ghazal, a
genre which Ἁṭṭār also wrote.17
In Manṭiqu’ṭ-Ṭair, Ἁṭṭār employs key elements of ghazals as
he presents over and over again sub-tales that include the lover
15 de Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 3.
16 de Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 56. Likewise, Ritter suggests viewing these as discrete,
unrelated categories is not fully accurate: “The connection between the two [types of love]
in mysticizing love poetry is far more intimate, and their relation to one another far more
many-sided than such an either-or (majāzī-ḥaqīqī) [allegorical-real binary] presupposes.”
Ritter, Ocean, 450.
17 de Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 57.
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(‘āshiq) and beloved (ma’shūq), the former constantly pressed
by love itself (‘ishq) to pursue the object of its desires.18 Further,
Rafal Stepien observes that “opposition between the intellect
(‘aql) and love (‘eshq), and the avowed superiority of love over
the intellect are commonplaces in Sufi literature,” and he clarifies
that “for Sufi practice, the faculty of discernment with which the
intellect is identified is, precisely, concerned to divide subject from
object, whereas the Sufi aims ultimately to unite with the object
of his knowledge just as a lover with beloved.”19 Thus, over and
above expressing the radical self-other divide between the human
and divine, ‘Aṭṭār’s use of erotic others is a method of generating
cognitive dissonance for his audience, an intellectual jangling of
categories that befuddles the reader and simultaneously recreates
the difficulty of the pilgrim’s task within a literary puzzle.
Critical Approaches to ‘Aṭṭār
Manṭiqu’ṭ-Ṭair is one of ‘Aṭṭār’s most discussed works, and so it is
important to situate my perspective in this broader critical discourse.
Claudia Yaghoobi’s wonderful comparative study of Ἁṭṭār’s works
with Western writings from the period while using the lens of modern
theories of subjectivity engages with inspiring topics about diversity
and binary categories.20 While I agree with much of the argument
18 Notably, de Bruijn also explains some ideas about gender in ghazals: “The Persian
language has no distinction of gender in pronouns,” so the beloved’s sex is often indeterminate or ambiguous in ghazals and if there is an indication of sex, Persian ghazals “point
almost always to the male gender of the Beloved.” Also, this gender ambiguity is distinct
from the heteronormativity of Persian narrative poetry “in which pairs of lovers … are
nearly always heterosexual, the female partner usually playing the role of the Beloved.”
De Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 66.
19 Stepien, “A Study of Sufi Poetics,” 85-86.
20 Other scholars also discuss diversity explicitly in regard to Ἁṭṭār. Nicholas John Boylston’s dissertation addresses diversity as a foundational aspect of Ἁṭṭār’s masnavīs, but in
a much broader sense than the social diversity Yaghoobi examines. See Boylston, “Writing
the Kaleidoscope,” especially 336-389. Boylston’s perspective on diversity appears much
more measured than Yaghoobi’s ultimately, who writes, “Ἁṭṭār’s works are a powerful cry
for the inclusion of all members of society.” Yaghoobi, Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, 159. She first
adopts this position in Yaghoobi, “Subjectivity in Ἁttār’s Shaykh of San’ān Story” and
expresses similar concepts in Yaghoobi, “Against the Current,” 92, 104. For another view
of the diversity of voices in Ἁṭṭār, see Stepien, “A Study in Sufi Poetics,” 87, n. 37 where
he discusses divine fools as rhetorical tools that allow Ἁṭṭār a layer of rhetorical removal
when he engages in social criticism. Fatemeh Keshavarz mentions diversity in Ἁṭṭār’s
work in a manner that I do not feel stretches too far into reading Ἁṭṭār as a social progressive: “These examples [of sub-tales] are more than anecdotes documenting personal
struggles for growth. They are glances into the dynamic, humorous, and informal nature
of the relationship between the Sacred which is illusive and changing, and a wide range of
seekers.” Keshavarz, “Flight of the Birds,” 129.
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in Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, Persian Sufism, and European Mysticism,
my perspective on Ἁṭṭār stops short of the radically optimistic view
that Yaghoobi concludes with, that “Ἁṭṭār tend[s] to accept and
embrace human diversity at a time when such diversity, although
thinkable, was rare.”21 As I admit here, certainly Ἁṭṭār employs and
invokes social, religious, and sexual identities that are other, but
while Yaghoobi argues he employs these others in order to allow
new narratives of inclusivity and cultural validation through his
writing, I see his eroticized sub-tales engaged with othering as a
means of expressing the radical boundary crossing that the whole of
Manṭiqu’ṭ-Ṭair is concerned with, i.e. the traversing of the radical
boundary that demarcates the human soul and the divine.22 Ἁṭṭār
employs these others more metaphorically and does not necessarily
argue for equal or egalitarian treatment of all such social groups
in the material world.23 His use of the other is radical, progressive,
and, as Yaghoobi has done, can be read in light of modern theorists
like Foucault, but I believe Manṭiqu’ṭ is ultimately and primarily, as
many masnavi epics are, a didactic piece of literature that engages
with the Sufi conception of the unity of existence, i.e. the idea that
the difference between the created world and the divine is an illusion.
This concept is of course a radically refreshing theological concept
compared to the religious thinking dominant in Europe at the time,
and even in exoteric Islam. There is a difference between the embrace
of the other in a theological work meant to prick the conscience of
Sufis, or even exoterically practicing Muslims, and the embrace of
the other in a material, historical, and cultural manner.
My approach to ‘Aṭṭār mirrors more closely the perspective of
Rafal Stepien whose 2013 article establishes ‘Aṭṭār is neither
21 Yaghoobi, Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, 152.
22 Yaghoobi, Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, 87.
23 Others concur: “One should take care not to read a reflection of reality in these [antinomian] poetic images. Poets such as . . . Aṭṭār (d. ca. 1220), who used them very frequently
in their poetry, were certainly not antinomian mystics, but pious Muslims who put much
emphasis on the obedience to God’s will as it was laid down in the sharīἉt.” de Bruijn,
Persian Sufi Poetry, 75.
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purely a literary elite nor purely a composer of Sufi didacticism.
Stepien insists on the dual nature of ‘Aṭṭār’s literary output, dubbing
him a “mystic-poet,” and he notes that ‘Aṭṭār finds “mere formal
excellence” in poetry to be insufficient to qualify it as valuable,
wisdom poetry; rather he “repeatedly asks his readers to dig beneath
the husk of poetic form to uncover the jewel of spiritually edificatory
meaning.”24 Rather than read the prima facie diversity of ‘Aṭṭār’s
works as advocacy for variant social groups and identities, I see his
use of othered groups as a means of delivering his esoteric spiritual
meaning precisely because it allows for the type of writing or poesis
that ‘Aṭṭār needs to access to achieve his rhetorical goal, which, in
Stepien’s words, is to “expoun[d] Sufi concepts and relat[e] mystical
experiences.”25
Further aligning with my view of ‘Aṭṭār is Stepien’s use of Michael
Sells’ analysis of apophatic literature to frame his methodological
approach to the poet. Stepien recapitulates Sells: “‘The [mystical]
writer must continually turn back to unsay the previous saying’ so as
to create aporia; the ‘unresolvable dilemma; in which full meaning
resides. Such an act of apophatic speech creates a ‘meaning event’
wherein the duality initially posited or presupposed falls away into
a semantic synthesis: ‘The meaning event is the semantic analogue
to the experience of mystical union. It does not describe or refer to
mystical union but effects a semantic union that creates or imitates
the mystical union.’ This leads on the epistemic front to a condition
of ‘agnosia’: ‘an unknowing that goes beyond rather than falling
24 Stepien, “A Study in Sufi Poetics,” 99, 94. Another critic points to Ἁṭṭār’s didacticism,
though Stepien views his perspective as too dismissive of Ἁṭṭār-the-poet: “Ἁṭṭār’s primary
aim . . . was to bring the spiritual teachings and insights of the Qur’ān and ḥadīth (the sayings of the Prophet of Muḥammad), as they had been understood by earlier generations
of saints and Sufis, vividly alive for the majority of his compatriots unfamiliar with the
learned Arabic forms of those traditions.” Morris also notes that “virtually every story is
meant to paraphrase or illuminate specific Qur’ānic themes or canonical sayings attributed
to Muḥammad.” Morris, “Reading,” 77, 78. Keshavarz also writes “It is no longer possible
to divide the creative impulse of these Sufi poets into poetic and/or mystical poetry. There
is no justification for assuming that these poets wrote poetry despite their mystical devotion, rather than as a constituent element of the experience.” Keshavarz, “Flight,” 124.
25 Stepien, “A Study in Sufi Poetics,” 90.
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short of kataphatic affirmations.’”26 As this explication of apophatic
writing may suggest then, I view ‘Aṭṭār as definitively religious,
and while binary divisions of subjectivity are repeatedly addressed
by him, rather than view this as social commentary, despite such a
reading’s appeal for modern, secular/ecumenical audiences, I see
‘Aṭṭār writing in an ultimately more literary-theological mode.
Frame Tale and Pilgrimage in Manṭiqu’ṭ-Ṭair
From methodological approaches, we must now turn to a brief
overview of Manṭiqu’ṭ-Ṭair. Allegorically, the poem documents the
movement of individual souls through various levels of Sufi devotion,
the ultimate goal of which is the destruction of the Self or individual
ego through annihilation in the divine. Stepien refers to this process
as epektasis, or “the infinite unveiling of the divine Being along
the journey” while Michael Sells refers to epektasis as “the soul’s
infinitely deepening and never-ending pursuit of the divine.”27 The
birds, and perhaps even the unwitting readers of Manṭiqu’ṭ, are thus
undergoing epektasis. Additionally, J.T. P. de Bruijn reveals that in
‘Aṭṭār’s poem “the seven valleys not only recall the stages of the Sufi
path, but also the route through the Arabian desert to be followed on
a pilgrimage to Mecca. Moreover, if imagined as going in a vertical
direction, they correspond to the ascent through the Ptolemaean
spheres which, … was a standard analogy of the climb to a perfected
state of being.”28 What the reader literally encounters in Manṭiqu’ṭ,
however, is an animal fable; a variety of birds are introduced, all of
whom are personified and long for a king.
Annemarie Schimmel discusses the well-known literary trope of
the bird: “The equation soul=bird is popular all over the world. It
appeared in many primitive religions and is still to be found today.
. . . Persian poetry abounds in this imagery. Avicenna had used it,
26 Stepien, “A Study in Sufi Poetics,” 111. The quotes within Stepien are from Sells,
Mystical Languages.
27 Stepien, “A Study in Sufi Poetics,” 97. Sells, Mystical Languages, 239, n. 37.
28 de Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 102.
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and Ghazzālī wrote a Risālat aṭ-ṭayr, a ‘Bird’s Treatise,’ of similar
contents.”29 A bird called the hoopoe, who emerges as the leader for
the pilgrimage, identifies the Simorgh as the birds’ king, who is also
Allah, God, or the divine. Then the hoopoe warns of the difficult
journey to find this king. Each bird represents a different objection
to personal reform and devotion to the pursuit of the divine (e.g.
the peacock is prideful, etc.). The journey is also structured around
a pun; Simorgh, the name of the king, means “thirty birds,” which
the reader uncovers is the number of birds that arrive at the end of
Manṭiqu’ṭ for a face-to-face exchange with the divine.30 When these
remaining birds do encounter the divine, they find that:
Then by reflection, the faces of the thirty birds of the
world
The face of the Símurgh found, from the world.
When these thirty birds looked hard,
No doubt about it, these thirty birds were that “ThirtyBirds”.31

Rebekah Zwanzig says of Sufis that “The Sufi, then, is one who
realizes that God is not only something without to be worshipped, but
is also something within to be found.”32 Likewise, Schimmel reports
that the Sufi poet “speaks of the mystery of the mutual relationship
between lover and beloved, who are like mirrors to each other, lost
29 Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 306-307. An English translation of Ghazzālī’s work
is available in Appendix 2 of Avery’s translation of Ἁṭṭār. See also Keshavarz, “Flight of
the Birds,” 113 and Nasr, “Some Observations,” 7-9, on immediate sources for Ἁṭṭār’s use
of birds.
30 De Bruijn notes further the learned nature of Ἁṭṭār’s use of the birds: the title of the
overall work derives from the Koran, the hoopoe is associated with Solomon as his messenger to the queen of Sheba, and the Simurgh is an image “borrowed from the ancient epic
tradition of Persia.” de Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 102.
31 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 377:4232-4233. I give first the page and then the verse numbers from
this translation for all quotations. The titles of the sub-tales follow the text in the translation
where possible, and where not possible because Avery has labeled them “Story and Exemplification,” I adopt his titles for the stories from his Appendix 1. I have also consulted the
Darbandi and Davis and Wolpé translations.
32 Zwanzig, “Why Must God Show Himself in Disguise?,” 276.
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in contemplating each other, one being.” In order to achieve this
feat, the thirty birds have had to endure great difficulty, which Ἁṭṭār
distinguishes for us in the poem by describing each different stage
of movement toward the divine as a separate valley. Lucian Stone
provides a condensed and cogent description of the seven valleys:
33

after crossing the first four of the seven valleys, [1] of seeking [or quest]
(talab), [2] love (‘ishq), [3] intuitive knowledge or gnosis (ma’rifat) and
[4] detachment (ishtighna), and upon experiencing [5] union with the
divine (tawhid), the mystic encounters [6] the state of pained, yet blessed,
perplexity [or bewilderment] (hayrat)—a topsy-turvy experience of the
world in which the wayfarer’s logic (mantiq) is befuddled and finally
cast aside—allowing for [7] poverty (faqr), annihilation (fana) and
subsistence in God (baqa) to succeed.34

I begin with a sub-tale from early in the pilgrimage, one that
Dick Davis has said is “a kind of smaller reflection of the larger
structure within which it appears,”35 but which I see as presenting
the ideal pilgrim soul expressed through the metaphor of the
obsessed lover.
The Story of Shaikh-i Sam’ān
The sub-tale “The Story of Shaikh-i Sam’ān” presents the story of a
respected shaikh who has had an established community of religious
followers for fifty years as well as four hundred spiritual students;
33 Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 295. This equation of the birds to the divine must be
tempered with an appreciation of the hierarchy of being, however. Stepien clarifies, “in
passages dealing specifically with the attainment of the creative to final absorption in the
Creator, Ἁṭṭār makes sure to emphasize the one-sided nature of the process: the moth may
extinguish itself in the Light, but the light remains burning as before.” Stepien, “A Study
in Sufi Poetics,” 96, n. 73. Ritter validates this perspective as well: “union of God and
man, the removal of duality, takes place in Islamic mysticism in such a way that the human
partner is, so to speak, dissolved in divinity, or room is made for divinity so that in place
of two only one still remains, God. The lover must become the beloved, not the other way
round.” Ritter, Ocean of the Soul, 595. Lewisohn’s description of this process is similar
“the mystic’s individual identity could virtually melt into that of his theophanic Witness.”
Lewisohn, “Prolegomenon to the Study of Ḥāfiẓ 2,” 44.
34 Stone, “Blessed Perplexity,” 95. De Bruijn notes that the valleys recall the manāzil or
“succession of states in the classical training of Sufis,” though there are differences between that system and Ἁṭṭār’s. de Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 101.
35 Davis, “The Journey as Paradigm,” 175.
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he is a devout man who keeps “prayers and fasts innumerable” and
whose breath “recovered health” for “Whoever came upon sickness
and infirmity.”36 Despite all these good qualities, the shaikh suffers
from a recurring dream, and so he undertakes a pilgrimage to Rúm,
or Constantinople, with a group of his followers, where he is smitten
by a seductive and cruel Christian woman who pushes him to violate
various religious principles.37
When the Christian girl comes into view for Sam’ān, she also
enters the readers’ gaze; we are given a blazon of nearly thirty lines
emphasizing her great beauty and its ability to divert one from the
proper religious practice: “Whoever had the heart enchained in that
heart-holder’s tresses, / From the image of her locks plaited the
pagan’s girdle.”38 We are told further of her hair that a single one
might convert many: “She wound a hundred of her girdles from a
single one of her hairs.”39 This image suggests that the sight of one
of her hairs is enough to stimulate a hundred men to take up the
Christian belt, or zunnar, referred to as a girdle in the quotation
above. Further, Sam’ān’s conversion is solidified with another hair
image: “Infidelity from those locks [of the Christian girl] poured
to melt his faith.”40 Ἁṭṭār’s reliance on hair imagery aligns with
36 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 109: 1191, 1194.
37 On the identification of Constantinople with Rúm and the idea of Constantinople as
a “Second Rome,” see Toussulis, Sufism, 91. The trope of love being a sudden and overwhelming force in one’s life is well-attested: “In literary representations passionate love often appeared as a mysterious and ineffable force that suddenly and unpredictably took hold
of the soul.” El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality, 85. Lewisohn also explains, “whenever
the heart resolves itself to pursue its ‘invisible Witness of Beauty’ [shāhid-i ghaybī], and
the base passional soul [nafs-i ammara] is unable to apprehend that Reality for itself, it attaches itself to a form in the visible phenomenal world, thus becoming bound and attached
to a certain ‘pretty face’ which is an image of the divine workmanship, and that thing they
call the shāhid.” Lewisohn, “Prolegomenon to the Study of Ḥāfiẓ 2,” 45.
38 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 111: 1212. Avery notes these descriptions are “taghazzul,” a rhetorical
device “derived . . . from the root of the Arabic verb meaning to show amorousness, to woo
or court.” Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 530, n. 398.
39 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 112: 1227.
40 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 112: 1231.
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the general tradition of describing the beloved found in ghazals.41
The shaikh remains in love with the girl despite his companions’
remonstrations, but as Ἁṭṭār puts it, “The distracted lover, when does
he obey?”42
The Christian girl functions within an elaborate system of Persian
Sufi symbolism; on the one hand she is indeed impious in the eyes
of an exoteric, orthodox Muslim because she is a Christian, but
Ἁṭṭār’s poetry is not so simply logical. The prima facie illicit love
that Sam’ān experiences is also described with these lines:
His love that night grew a hundred fold;
Inevitably all at one fell swoop of self he was bereft,
The heart from both the self and the world he tore.
Dust on the head he smeared and to mourning took.
Not one moment did he know sleep or calm:
He was trembling with passion and in agony wailing.43

These lines recall directly the type of detachment from self-interest
that Ἁṭṭār and his hoopoe acknowledge as necessary for the divine
pilgrimage to be successful; as we have seen love is one of the
valleys pilgrims have to traverse. Sam’ān’s extreme devotion to
the girl aligns him with what Franklin Lewis describes as “a Sufi
amplification of the ‘udhri tradition of dying for love, dignified and
affirmed by a hadith ascribed to the Prophet: […] ‘He who loves and
remains chaste, and dies, dies a martyr.’”44 Sam’ān’s suffering then,
41 De Bruijn explains: “description of physical beauty is concentrated on the head, . . . . As
far as the hair is concerned, its blackness, symbolising distancing and concealment, and the
curls, which are the image of the devious ways of the Beloved, receive special attention.”
de Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 67.
42 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 113: 1239.
43 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 113: 1243-45. Sam’ān has taken on the way of blame or become a malamati, one who no longer cares for a pristine spiritual reputation. On Sufism, malamati, and
ShariἉ see Toussulis, Sufism, 71-89 and 165.
44 Lewis, “Sexual Occidentation,” 710. Ghomshei also notes that Ἁṭṭār presents “the cure
for all psychological and spiritual ailments” as coming from “the transformative suffering
and passion of love (dard).” Ghomshei, “The Principles,” 79. See also on the association
of martyrdom with love Sunil Sharma, “The Sufi-Poet-Lover as Martyr: Ἁṭṭār and Ḥāfiẓ in
Persian Poetic Traditions.” In Martyrdom in Literature: Visions of Death and Meaningful
Suffering in Europe and the Middle East from Antiquity to Modernity. Edited by Friederike
Pannewick. Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag, 2004, 237-243. More generally on Ἁṭṭār as a poet
who understands human suffering, see Navid Kermani, Terror of God, especially 36-48.

Quidditas 40 (2019) 51

while on the one hand transgressive because directed at a religiously
inappropriate love object, also allows Sam’ān to make spiritual
progress that he has been incapable of within the confines of his
respectable, exoteric, orthodox identity. The suffering necessary for
spiritual progress in Ἁṭṭār has been well noted; Annemarie Schimmel,
for example, writes that Ἁṭṭār is “‘the voice of pain’, the voice of
longing and searching.”45 Ἁṭṭār employs the concept of love-longing
in Manṭiqu’ṭ as a way to communicate the desperation and desire
of the pilgrim soul for union with God, and yet like the lover who
desperately seeks his beloved’s approval, the lover of God must wait
for God to announce his desire for his lover, so when the Christian
girl receives Sam’ān’s advances with coldness and harsh demands,
it is fitting, almost requisite given the spiritual nature of Ἁṭṭār’s
work.46 One might also note that the beloved’s aloofness aligns this
love language with the type to be expected in the chaste variants of
European fin’amors poetry.
Also connected to this profound and overwhelming love is the literary
trope Jim Wafer has written about as the “vision complex,” which
involves “nazar, or ‘gazing’—that is, looking with admiration at a
beloved person.”47 Thus, the fixed gaze of Sam’ān upon his beloved
45 Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 305. Ali-Ashgar Seyed-Gohrab discusses the pain
of the lover: “this suffering is a purgative, purifying the lover from all attachments so
that only love can exist. Accepting suffering and deprivation is another way of describing
the mystical stages of fanā (annihilation) and baqā (indwelling with the Beloved), during
which the mystic lover diverts himself of everything that impedes his union with the Beloved.” Seyed-Gohrab, “The Erotic Spirit,” 113. In Sam’ān’s case, those things include his
Islamic religious practice.
46 Stepien agrees, “only divine grace can allow access” to the divine. Stepien, “A Study
in Sufi Poetics,” 106.
47 Wafer, “Vision and Passion,” 108. Schimmel writes that “To look at him [the beloved],
to adore him from a distance, may induce the Sufi to truly religious ecstasy, and to contemplate his face is worship.” Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 291. Yaghoobi observes of
gazing, Sam’ān, and his Christian lover: “It seems that each is the shāhid for the other,”
that is, each is “the earthly manifestation of divine beauty in human form.” Yaghoobi,
Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, 137, 124. Lewisohn shares a similar perspective on shāhid-bāzī and
nazar-bāzī: “The term shāhid means both ‘seer’ and ‘witness’, and as a technical term in
Sufism, shāhid-bāzī (cavorting with the she/he who is a Witness) is the art of contemplation of the divine in the mundane-human, beholding the divine in the mirror of human
beauty, the latter bearing ‘witness’ to the former, the shāhid thus becoming an ‘icon of
beauty’ or ‘divine demonstration’, one who bears ‘witness’ to the presence of divine . . .
.” Lewisohn, “Prolegomenon to the Study of Ḥāfiẓ 2,” 43. For a discussion on the shāhid
from Ritter, see Ritter, Ocean, 484-502.
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is a common trope, and also an “apparently orthodox doctrine [that]
has much in common with […] the notion that the visible world
is a reflection of a supernatural reality, and that this relationship
can be perceived particularly clearly in certain phenomena . . .
.”48 That is, it is acceptable to gaze at a beautiful beloved because
doing so elevates the soul of the person who gazes. Thus Sam’ān’s
visual seduction by the Christian’s beauty is a seduction toward the
celestial. Furthermore, the length of the blazon attempts to draw the
reader in as well: we read Sam’ān’s spiritual progress, and Ἁṭṭār
attempts to coax our own growth by offering us a direct gaze at the
shāhid, or witness, of the Christian beloved.49
There is a further layer of meaning in this part of Sam’ān’s story
as well, connected to the beloved’s non-Islamic faith. Leonard
Lewisohn has written an article on the hermeneutics of Ἁṭṭār’s
poetic symbolism and marks a number of meanings for the Christian
lover in Ἁṭṭār’s works: “the Christian child symbolizes ‘the higher
idolatry of love,’ a universal sentiment in love-poetry throughout the
world” and “is a theophanic icon reflecting the Sufi vision of divine
tawhid” or union.50 Lewisohn also remarks, the “‘Christian child’
symbol … signif[ies] ‘a spiritual communication, …, an infusion …
from the spiritual realm which overwhelms the hear[t], reason and
48 Wafer, “Vision and Passion,” 108. Also, according to Leonard Lewisohn, “the Sufi
teaching that the lover contemplates the eternal forms of the celestial realm of the Spheres
by the medium of human forms in the physical world.” Lewisohn, “Sufi Symbolism,”
292. Schimmel echoes the same idea: “The mystic who is completely absorbed in his love
contemplates in the human beloved only the perfect manifestation of divine beauty” rather
than the corporeal body of the beloved. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 290. Schimmel
also writes of Ἁṭṭār’s rough contemporary Rūzbihān Baqlī (1128-1209) that he “holds
that the love of a human being is the ladder toward the love of the Merciful” and thereby
“alludes to the classical Arabic saying that the metaphor is the bridge toward reality—
hence, human love is generally called, in the Persian tradition, ‘ishq-i majāzī, ‘metaphorical love.’” Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 292.
49 Boylston has noted the tendency of Ἁṭṭār to draw his audience in: “Ἁṭṭār’s versifications
of perspectives . . . allows us to sympathize with each of them [the birds] for a moment,
to realize how easy it is to make their mistakes.” Boylston, “Writing the Kaleidoscope,”
356. I would say not only can readers empathize with the bird-pilgrims, but they may very
well identify their own flaws with a certain bird, and perhaps at the hoopoe’s words of
support and challenge, the readers will begin their own journey. Boylston also suggests the
structures of Ἁṭṭār’s lessons reinforce the reader’s investment: “The moral improvement
of Ἁṭṭār’s characters occurs through perspective shift . . . . By inviting the reader into the
conflicts between characters through narrative, Ἁṭṭār is thus inviting us to go through this
perspective shift ourselves.” Boylston, “Writing the Kaleidoscope,” 363.
50 Lewisohn, “Sufi Symbolism,” 260.
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psyche of the mystic through divine grace and so totally occupies
him that he is unconscious of all else, . . . .”51 Ἁṭṭār’s mystical poetry
employs frustrated erotic desire as an allegory for the struggle of
a pilgrim converting from exoteric to esoteric Islam. The allegory
functions to underline a simplistic, straightforward statement about
Sufi devotion; as Annemarie Schimmel explains “The reality that
is the goal of the mystic, and is ineffable, cannot be understood or
explained by any normal mode of perception; neither philosophy
nor reason can reveal it. Only the wisdom of the heart, gnosis, may
give insight into some of its aspects.”52 The disappointed erotic
economic metaphor of the narrative mimics the perfect pilgrimdivine love economy wherein the pilgrim sacrifices all for access
to the divine. Likewise, the knowledge Sam’ān gains through this
experience cannot be construed through logic. Marking the Beloved
as an object that is otherwise forbidden helps ‘Aṭṭār emphasize the
gnosis of the experience.53 Ἁṭṭār’s positive description of Sam’ān’s
51 Lewisohn, “Sufi Symbolism,” 260.
52 Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 4.
53 Lewisohn has an apt explication of the logic of using erotic imagery of the religious
other: “the pilgrim of necessity must first become an idolater, caught up in an illusory play
of images. On the imaginal level, these images point to a higher love and are bearers of a
transcendent significance. Constellated for him [the Sufi pilgrim] in the heaven of his soul,
such images act as icons appearing on the horizon of his spiritual journey while the veils
are gradually lifted. This iconic symbolism is ‘theophanic’ because the form that bears witness […] to the divine hails from the spiritual realm where it necessarily appears, initially
at least, through Christian symbols—as if only through the dream of Christianity can the
pilgrim awake into the bright daylight of Islam. If the pilgrim falls in love in flesh with a
Christian maiden, she at last reveals herself to be in soul a Muslim houri.” Lewisohn, “Sufi
Symbolism,” 265. De Bruijn makes a similar point regarding the suffering of love reflected
in Persian ghazals: “The plight of the true lover is full of paradoxes. Although love leads
the soul on to the highest bliss imaginable, the road to be followed is a particularly rough
one and leads through an abyss of self-denial and humiliation. The experience of love is
often a very painful one. However, such pain should not be avoided but be welcomed as
a sign of the beloved’s attention. Love is a way of gaining knowledge about the desired
object; not by reason, but through a form of intuitive perception often designated as ẕauq
(‘taste’). There is also a contradiction in moral sense. To be really in love amounts to focusing completely on the Beloved without any regard for one’s own well-being, even to
the point of accepting annihilation through love. At this elevated stage of self-denial the
common standards of moral and religious behavior have become irrelevant. Distinctions
between good and bad, or belief and unbelief, are not binding any more on the lover. They
refer to values tinged by expectations of reward and salvation that are concerned with the
lover’s self-interest, and therefore point to aims other than the unconditional surrender to
the Beloved’s sovereign will.” de Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 71-72. Nasr differs: “It is as
if Ἁttar wanted to state in the classical language of Sufi poetry that veritable ecumenism is
essentially of an esoteric nature and that it is only through the esoteric that man is able to
penetrate into the meaning of other formal universes.” Nasr, “Flight of the Birds,” 107.

Quidditas 40 (2019) 54

love for the Christian girl is selfless and consuming: Sam’ān himself
admits to his companions, “‘I’m quite careless of fame and notoriety.
/ I’ve smashed the glass of hypocrisy with a rock.’”54 Sam’ān’s
defense of his lovesickness to his friends encapsulates the paradox
of his position. At first instance he is a man who has given over
faith for heresy—indeed, he freely commits such when he agrees
to the Christian girl’s demands that he “‘Worship an idol and burn
the Koran, / Drink wine and sew up the eye of the Faith’”—but
this heresy is the beginning of the journey toward a deeper faith,
a greater gnostic knowledge of the divine derived from complete
obedience to the Beloved.55 Lewisohn states: “the poet contrasts
the ‘infidelity’ of his erotic Sufi faith, where the Christian child is
emblematic of the divine, to normative Islamic devotional piety,
typified in the poem by the formalistic ascetic focused on the self.”56
Within the story of Sam’ān, however, the formalistic ascetic only
54 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 117: 1285. Here we might also associate Sam’ān’s actions, and Ἁṭṭār’s
interpretation of them, as related to a type of Sufi reform: “In the ninth century a reaction to
the predominantly ascetic orientation of the early Sufi sheikhs arose in the eastern Persian
province of Khurasan. This tendency became known as the malāmatīya, after the central
concept of malāmat (‘blame’). By this, a concern was inferred about the motives behind
the commonly practised piety, which was suspected of being no more than ‘showing off
piety’ (riyā) directed towards the world. In order to counter this serious danger for the mystical soul the reverse attitude was advocated, namely a behavior that elicits criticism rather
than admiration. The mystic should not only conceal his acts of devotion from the eyes of
the people, but should actually behave in such a manner that he becomes the object of their
disapproval.” de Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 72-73. See also Toussulis, Sufism, 71-89.
55 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 122: 1344. Schimmel points out significantly that “great masters of love
mysticism [she does not explicitly list Ἁṭṭār here] . . . have regarded this worldly love as a
pedagogical experience, a training in obedience toward God, since the human beloved, like
God, has to be obeyed absolutely.” Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 291. Ahmed echoes
these sentiments in his discussion of madhhab-i ‘ishq: “The word madhhab means, literally, ‘way of going.’ Expressed in this nomenclature is precisely that love is a way of going
about being Muslim—a mode of being with God, of identifying, experiencing and living
with the values and meaning of Divine Truth. Earthly love—the love for human beauty—
is metaphorical love (‘ishq-i majāzī), and is the experiential means by which to come to
know Real-True Love, or love for/in Real-Truth.” Ahmed, What is Islam?, 38. Lewisohn
discusses a more transgressive figure, one we might say Sam’ān embodies for a time,
though I would stipulate Sam’ān exhibits greater pain and less joy as well as pride than the
description Lewisohn provides: “the inspired libertine, who represents the highest degree
of the lover, who repudiates the trammels of the ethical absolutes of conventional Sharīaoriented piety, who engages in the sport of gazing on beauty (nazar-bāz) and is a lover of
beautiful women/boys (shāhid-bāz), who drinks the dregs of love-passion (durdī-yi dard),
who cares naught for fair name, ill-fame or shame (nām u nang), recking neither praise or
blame, and who disdains preachers of ascetical piety (zuhd u zāhid), can be found exactly
mirrored in verse after verse by Sanā’ī, Ἁṭṭār and Sa’dī . . . .” Lewisohn, “Prolegomenon
to the Study of Ḥāfiẓ 2,” 42.
56 Lewisohn, “Sufi Symbolism,” 260.
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achieves success when his prayers are not directed inwardly at his
own success but outwardly toward others who need his help. The
people in need of help in this narrative are at first Sam’ān and then
his Christian beloved.
Ultimately, the shaikh recovers from his spiritual peril; after his debate
with his companions, they are initially unsuccessful in dissuading
him from staying, and, disheartened, leave him as the Christian’s
swineherd. Though Sam’ān does not submit without protest, his
heretical and blasphemous acts follow swiftly upon the Christian’s
assertion that “‘Whoever is not of his beloved’s complexion, / His
love is no more than tint and scent.’”57 The beloved here claims that if
Sam’ān truly loves her, he will not place strictures on his compliance
to her demands; he will simply obey, i.e. adopt her will solely,
indicated here through an adoption of the beloved’s complexion.58
She, like God, is a demanding figure—both require submission of
the will of the one who seeks them. Sam’ān’s abnegation of the self
then is theologically necessary for spiritual progression, and his
suffering for the beloved would be a mere pose if he were in fact to
bear a complexion (i.e. will) distinct from hers.59
Community in “The Story of Shaikh-i Sam’ān”
There is, however, more to the Sam’ān story than a metaphor for
turning away from exoteric belief and delving into deeper Sufi truths.
When Sam’ān’s compatriots return to Mecca they must reveal the
57 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 122: 1349.
58 Ritter emphasizes the power differential inherent in the soul-God love pair: “Ἁ spiritual bridegroom’ is inconceivable in Islam. Rather, the legal relationship of man to God
is always that of a slave to his master.” Ritter, Ocean, 534. Likewise, Stepien points out
that self-annihilation or extinguishing the individual will is a central concept in ‘Aṭṭār,
particularly for prophets who “have quelled their carnal nature, submitting it in perfect
islām (submission) to the divine will, and thereby allowing it to embody nothing other than
religious law.” Stepien, “A Study in Sufi Poetics,” 108.
59 Ghomshei describes Sam’ān’s experiences in this manner: “the shaykh did ‘repent’ of
his love passion, but his repentance was not so much a formal ‘turning back’ as a passage
out of exoteric into esoteric Islam—a casting-off of the phantasy of conventional faith for
the reality of true devotion. Shaykh Ṣan’ān, having passed through the crucible of erotic
romantic passion, experienced a fresh conversion to religion based upon the principles of
love. He was no longer the desiccated ascetic Sufi . . . .” Ghomshei, “The Principles,” 96.
Lewisohn writes extensively of this ascetic Sufi, or zāhid. See Lewisohn, “The Religion of
Love and Puritans of Islam,” 159-196.
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news of his fate to a close friend who did not make the journey with
him. The response that they get from Sam’ān’s friend is swift and
negative:
“‘O you unclean scoundrels,
In loyalty neither men nor women,60
Experienced friends are needed by the thousand.
The friend only becomes useful in such a time as this.
If you were comrades of your own Shaikh,
Why did you not put comradeship into practice?
May you be ashamed! Now was this comradeship?
Was this repayment of dues and loyalty?’”61

The final lines of the friend’s speech echo the reproach of the
Christian girl when Sam’ān initially refuses her requests that require
him to break the precepts of his faith, that is, Sam’ān’s followers are
not true friends as they have not acted loyally, just as the Christian
girl accuses Sam’ān’s love of being without substance because he
will initially only drink wine for her rather than meet her other three
demands: “‘Love has its foundations in ill-repute! / Whoever shies
away from this mystery is of the raw.’”62 Sam’ān’s friend is deeply
concerned with the devotion that Sam’ān’s followers have to him.
60 This gender reference may be a part of a denigration of the shaikh’s followers. Franklin
Lewis writes, “Ἁṭṭār frequently couches his discourse on religious affiliation in terms of
emasculation—both in insults directed against characters for a misguided confessional adherence, or for a deficient measure of faith and religious devotion to their religious beliefs
(whether in Islam or another tradition). … When Ἁṭṭār wishes to chastise one of the male
characters in a narrative (or, by extension, the reader) for spiritual lassitude or waywardness, his narrator will often unman and belittle him, labeling him as a non-man, a woman
(zan), a sissy or a ‘fag’ (mukhannas).” Lewis, “Sexual Occidentation,” 694. Here the
friend’s speech seems to deny either masculine or feminine identity to the group of followers, suggesting they are some sort of ungendered entity. For another discussion on gender
among Sufis, see Margaret Malamud, “Gender and Spiritual Self-Fashioning: The MasterDisciple Relationship in Classical Sufism” Journal of the American Academy of Religion
64., no 1 (1996): 89-117.
61 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 132-133: 1467-1470. Lewisohn suggests Ἁṭṭār is often critical of “faultfinding.” Lewisohn, “The Religion of Love and the Puritans of Islam,” 164-165.
62 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 133:1477. This quotation demonstrates that Sam’ān’s repudiation of his
faith is a radical, paradoxical act that ultimately turns him to a deeper faith. To clarify, the
Beloved, as the friend, suggests Sam’ān does not understand love because he is too afraid
of ill-repute, which he should readily accept on account of love. His initial refusal indicates
his inexperience or inferior spirituality, here conveyed by the word “raw.” Toussulis has
noted in his discussion of malamatiyaa that “those who most perfectly incurred blame”—
here, Sam’ān—“were those who relinquished outward appearances and focused instead on
a path of relentless self-inquiry (muhasibi).” Toussulis, Sufism, 74.
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Ἁṭṭār also declares in the section just before Sam’ān’s story that
“Whoever’s footing in love is sure / Has passed beyond unbelief
and Islam, too.”63 Indeed, the hoopoe urges the other birds to prepare
themselves to move beyond exoteric belief in order to succeed on
the pilgrimage:
“When you no longer have either this lack of faith or this
being faithful,
This body of yours will have gone and this soul no longer
be:
After this you will become the man for this business:
A man is needed for mysteries such as these.
Put your feet forward like men and be not afraid:
Go beyond belief and unbelief and be not afraid.
How long will you hesitate? Refrain from puerility.
Go forward like lion-hearts to the task.
Though a hundred impediments suddenly confront you,
Let there be no dread, because, on this road, they do.”64

Thus, Sam’ān’s friend becomes a galvanizing force who rejects the
spiritual lassitude and superficiality of Sam’ān’s companions; he
rallies the group, and they journey to Sam’ān. En route the group
engages in prayer and fasting in imitation of Sufi practice:65
Bound for Rúm, they all moved out of Arabia.
Absorbed in private praying they became, day and night:
...

In this manner, until forty nights and days were accomplished,
Not a head was turned from the one position [i.e. of prayer].
All for forty nights had neither food nor sleep;
As with the nights, forty days, neither bread nor water.”66
63 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 108: 1178.
64 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 108: 1181-1185. See note 60 above on gendered references in relation to
spiritual fortitude necessary for the growth of the soul’s gnosis.
65 See Avery, Speech, 490, note 155, for a discussion thereof.
66 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 135: 1493, 1495-1496. Kermani indicates the significance of forty: “In
Sufism the number forty stands for endurance, patience and submission in suffering until
fulfilment approaches; one could also think of Israel’s forty-day trek through the desert, the
forty days Moses spent on Mount Sinai, or the forty-day period of fasting in Christianity.”
Kermani, Terror of God, 36.
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Boylston recapitulates modern Iranian scholar’s, Taqī
Pūrnāmdāriyān’s, observation that the frame tales in ‘Aṭṭār’s works
can only progress on a journey “if and only if the characters of
that story share a single goal.”67 Boylston makes this observation
in relation to the stalled progress of the birds’ journey, but it
applies equally to the ending of Sam’ān’s sub-tale where spiritual
development occurs only when the shaikh’s followers unite under
the shaikh’s friend, return to him, trust him and his desire to help the
Christian girl, and then move on together, as a unified group. This
again reinforces the communal nature of the path for ‘Aṭṭār.
In return for all this new devotion, the new leader of the group
receives a vision of the Prophet as well as word that the Prophet has
“‘for intercession’s sake, a nocturnal dew / Sprinkled broadcast over
his [Sam’ān’s] diurnal condition,’” which confirms that “‘a hundred
worlds of sin / By the spittle of one act of repentance are cleared
from the Path.’”68 The group hurries the remaining way to find the
shaikh who is ashamed and overwhelmed with his blasphemy. The
group comforts him and leads him back to Mecca. To recognize the
fullness of Sam’ān’s story, one must see that the sub-tale is about
locating a deeper, esoteric faith and about community and serving
others.69
There are three elements of the story that must be emphasized to
reveal the full communal and transformative nature of Sam’ān’s
experiences. First, Sam’ān’s true faith cannot be recovered without
the intervention and assistance of his religious companions; they
cannot recall him to his spiritual senses without the help of the
Prophet, but Sam’ān is shown as a member of a religious community,
67 Boylston, “Writing the Kaleidoscope,” 357.
68 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 136: 1511, 1513.
69 Yaghoobi addresses this episode in Sam’ān’s story as an example of master-disciple
subversion, which is not a reading I disagree with, but I have chosen to emphasize the
communal aspect of the episode instead. Yaghoobi, Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, 145. Boylston
makes the point that “the Way is traversed by a community, and that each of the individuals
within that community possesses specific character traits and thus specific weaknesses of
character to surmount.” Boylston, “Writing the Kaleidoscope,” 354.
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that finally transcends its own exoteric restrictions by praying
selflessly for its members regardless of their spiritual state. Sam’ān’s
friends and companions have nothing to gain personally by assisting
him, but that they do so redeems exoteric Islamic practice within
the realm of this narrative; this is necessary in order for Sam’ān’s
reconversion to Islam to be productive and spiritually progressive.
This transformation demonstrates that Ἁṭṭār is able to use the erotic
economies to stir up questions about traditional exoteric practice,
just as poets such as Geoffrey Chaucer may have used the language
of religious devotion in love poetry in order to problematize erotic
love. The second element that needs emphasis here is that the friends
require divine aid in recovering their friend’s appropriate devotion,
which again underlines the Sufi principle of constant seeking and
surrender of control to the divine. As Lucian Stone writes, “One
does not find God, according to Attar, one prepares oneself to be
found by God.”70 For Ἁṭṭār, union with God is both something to be
sought after and something that one can only receive.71
The third element of Sam’ān’s story to reveal the full importance
of the community is the fate of the Christian beloved.72 Sam’ān’s
former temptress is driven to follow him into the desert, after she
experiences divine intervention; a voice advises her to follow the
Shaikh into the desert where she becomes lost, repents, and begs
70 Stone, “Blessed Perplexity,” 97.
71 Toussulis reports this as “one should not imagine that they [mystical stations and attainments] can be acquired or appropriated through self-will alone. It is an axiom among all
Sufis that while striving is necessary, all attainments are gifts of God and come by grace.”
Toussulis, Sufism, 173. See also Ritter, Ocean, 568.
72 Others discuss the Christian’s conversion as well. Yaghoobi follows Keshavarz’s close
reading of the meta-sign of the sun in this sub-tale. Both authors note that the sun and its
light recur when there is a moment of spiritual change for Sam’ān, for the leader of his followers that helps Sam’ān, and for the Christian. Yaghoobi, Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, 134-135.
Keshavarz, “Flight of the Birds,” 122-124. Yaghoobi closes her discussion of this imagery
by saying “This metaphorical sun representing ‘the face of the other’ is what opens up
possibilities for new human experiences for the shaykh, the experiences of acceptance,
growth, and transcendence.” Yaghoobi, Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, 135. Another response to the
sub-tale’s conclusion belongs to Franklin Lewis: “Because the love he [Sam’ān] showed
the Christian girl had been true, it works upon her with transformative power. . . .” Lewis,
“Sexual Occidentation,” 699.
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forgiveness. Sam’ān receives insight about her situation miraculously,
and though he must at first convince his companions that he is not
rescinding his newest conversion, they agree to help him locate her
in the desert; he and they function as a united, communal entity. The
Christian beloved becomes the seeking lover in the newly inverted
erotic economy of the narrative. The bedraggled beloved is found
on the cusp of death, no longer beautiful. She converts to Islam with
Sam’ān’s help, but dies almost immediately:
At the end of the matter, that idol [i.e. the Christian],
when she found the Way,
Of the taste for piety’s sweetness in the heart she found
herself aware.
Her heart from taste for the faith impatient became:
The yearning [i.e. for the divine] encased her that knows
no palliative.
She cried, “O Shaikh, my endurance has run out:
No more can I bear the separation [from the divine];
I am leaving this pain-wracked mansion.
Farewell, O Shaikh! Farewell to the world!”73

At the conclusion of this speech, the Christian Beloved-turned-Lover
dies, and we are told that “She had been a drop in this sea of fantasy
[i.e. the material world]; / She went back to the sea of Reality [i.e.
the divine].”74 These quotations demonstrate the erotic economy’s
transformation yet again. In the Beloved-turned-Lover’s conversion
speech, she abandons Sam’ān as the object of her desire, taking up
the divine as her beloved. In effect, she dies of love-longing for the
divine. Ἁṭṭār has taken a seemingly shocking and transgressive erotic
metaphor and employed it to achieve spiritual growth and progress
for both main characters of the sub-tale, but again, to insist on the
communal and mutual nature of this spiritual growth, we should
remember that Sam’ān’s followers also grow spiritually and as a
community given Sam’ān’s relationship with the Christian girl.
73 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 142: 1581-1584. At this point the Christian has spiritually surpassed
Sam’ān, having died in pursuit of Allah. Ritter notes that “Ἁṭṭār has a certain preference for
stories like this in which infidels, sinners and members of despised professions appear as a
standard and model for believers.” Likewise it becomes clear that “death has lost its horrors
for the mystics of love [i.e., the former Christian girl]. Indeed, fear of death is replaced by
longing for death and joy at time of dying.” Ritter, Ocean, 551, 552.
74 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 143: 1588.
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Finally, I would add one more layer to the spiritual growth instigated
by this sub-tale, which I have already suggested above when saying
that the reader is invited, along with Sam’ān, to sip the beauty of
the Christian girl. Sam’ān’s followers and ‘Aṭṭār’s audience are also
called to undertake their own journey. This interpretation makes
all the more sense when we couple with it the location of the tale
within the whole work: it is the final tale the hoopoe presents to
his fellow pilgrim-birds before they elect him their official leader
for the pilgrimage. Sam’ān’s story is a powerful tale calling the
birds to their path, and likewise, as Keshavarz notes, “This is an
evolution with no end, an evolution which begins in the text and
which expands with the capacity of the individual reader defined
by personal and historical conditions.”75 Keshavarz’s perspective
importantly recognizes ‘Aṭṭār’s didacticism while also recognizing
the intensely personal reactions that readers may have to the text:
“the journey to Mount Qāf is not to uncover an existing treasure but,
rather, to locate the treasure house of ‘becoming’ where the Sīmurgh
of a recreated self may be, step-by-step, ‘imagined’ into reality.”76
Ἁṭṭār’s project is not mere spiritual direction; it is a poetic invitation,
perhaps summons, to all who read it to begin their own pilgrimage.
The Christian’s conversion moreover marks a fuller and deeper
understanding of exoteric expressions of Islamic faith by Sam’ān.77
75 Keshavarz, “Flight of the Birds,” 116.
76 Keshavarz, “Flight of the Birds,” 116. Keshavarz emphasizes this point a number of
times. See also Keshavarz, “Flight of the Birds,” 128-129.
77 That is, despite the ecumenical aspects of Sufism, it is shaped and guided by Islam and
its rules. Toussulis, for example, identifies, albeit from a modern perspective, a “fourfold
schema” of development that Sufis follow. The first of these steps for the religious pilgrim,
or would-be Sufi, is “Shari’a, a phase of character refinement in which the aspirant’s aptitude to conform to the ethical teachings contained in the Qur’an is tested.” Toussulis,
Sufism, 165. This is the state that Sam’ān initially occupies prior to his journey to Rúm;
it is his ecstatic experiences of love that allow his spiritual progression, and finally the
interference of the divine directly that allows him to recuperate his adherence to exoteric
Islamic values. Toussulis describes more of the Sufi practice as well, see 165-200. Ritter
describes a parallel set of four values derived from Ἁṭṭār directly: “In the first layer [of
Islamic piety] the goal of life and striving appears to be acceptance in an orthodox sense
into the mercy of a personal God, a Master who forgives the defective achievements and
sins of His creatures and slaves, and accepts them into His Paradise after this earthly vale
of tears.” Ritter, Ocean, 655. Kermani also describes Ἁṭṭār’s attitude toward law: “Ἁṭṭār
emphasizes the responsibility of the individual to experience the reality of the Creator independently, and to follow His commandments in accordance with one’s own volition, not
blindly.” Kermani, Terror of God, 62.
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His deep love for the Christian is transformative, of her and of him,
just as the companions’ deep love for him changes them. Like the
companions who sought for his spiritual aid selflessly, Sam’ān,
despite having returned to the road of truth, demonstrates that his
prior selflessness and obedience that he manifested in his destitute
state as lover are still present. Like his companions, he provides
spiritual succor to the Christian. This conclusion is not simply a
reversal of roles—the readers witnessed such already in the radical
transformation of a powerful leader into a slave for a heathen—
but rather the required ending for a story that is meant to be about
spiritual progress. In the epilogue to the “Story of Shaikh-i Sam’ān”
Ἁṭṭār reminds us of the importance of relinquishing the Self with
these lines:
The carnal spirit is unable to hear these mysteries;
It lacks what it takes to be able to hook this particular
ball.
This intuitive certainty through faith must be heard by the
heart and soul;
Not by the spirit compounded of water and clay should it
be heard.78

The repeated alterations of the identities of lover/beloved in the subtale mark the community and selflessness necessary for spiritual
growth.
Erotic desire and the language of love in this narrative reflect
complex truths about the spiritual lives and faith of the characters.
Superficially, we have a story of a shaikh who is willing to give up
all his spiritual status to gain access to his Christian Beloved, which
leaves him destitute and powerless until his friends intervene on his
behalf and return him to the proper spiritual path with divine aid. The
Christian Beloved inversely experiences conversion and death-union.
Yet as I have shown, Ἁṭṭār is not so simple. As Lewisohn expresses,
“Ἁṭṭār speaks here in a language beyond language, a language
comprehensible not through the faculty of reason but intuited by the
78 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 143: 1592-1593.
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mad love that commingles heaven and earth, monotheistic theology
and pagan idolatry. His poetry thus becomes the great subversion of
exoteric thinking and ratiocentric theology.”79 That is, Ἁṭṭār’s poetry
appreciates above all the overwhelming power of love, taking love
between humans as a model of and type of the love humanity ought
to have for the divine. Ἁṭṭār makes this modeling explicit in the final
alteration to the erotic economy when the formerly Christian beloved
becomes the pilgrim-lover in search of her divine beloved.80
The Princess and the Beautiful Slave-Boy
“The Princess and the Beautiful Slave-Boy” occurs within the
section of the Manṭiqu’ṭ identified as the Valley of Amazement, or
hayrat, the sixth stage of movement toward the divine, which places
the narrative closer to the end of the poem. As a result, eroticism
in this sub-tale becomes a metaphor for the bewildering effects
of temporary unity with the divine (tawhid), a later station in the
pilgrimage. The tale involves a beautiful princess who desires a
young male slave who is her equal in beauty. Her solution to this
forbidden love is to involve her female companions who drug and
smuggle him into her chambers. There, the slave is unconscious
until nightfall when he and the princess gaze at one another, kiss,
caress, drink, eat, and sleep. He is returned to his quarters during
his post-encounter slumber.81 The princess reveals none of this to
anyone but the girls who help her, and the slave is left to puzzle
over his experience, one he describes as extremely pleasant and
79 Lewisohn, “Sufi Symbolism,” 265.
80 Yaghoobi says even more regarding the importance of love in Ἁṭṭār’s work: “He saw
love in all creatures as emanations of divine love. . . . God’s motivation for creating the
world and the people in it was love. . . . The entire universe is in love with God and seeks
its origin in him.” Yaghoobi, Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, 28. A less optimistic view of Ἁṭṭār’s
perspective on God and humanity can be found in Kermani’s analysis of the less-examined
work, The Book of Suffering. Kermani, Terror of God. Stepien too connects hierarchy,
form, and cosmological patterns to Ἁṭṭār’s poetry in “A Study in Sufi Poetics” rather than
placing the emotional category of love as centrally important.
81 I avoid discussing this encounter as intercourse as the text is quite unclear. This subtale is one in which the deeply readable Darbandi and Davis translation must be compared with Avery’s, which maintains the ambiguous character of the eroticism, while
Darbandi and Davis present a fully sensual, sexual encounter. Avery’s more ambiguous translation preserves the spiritual concerns of the princess discussed below while
still including sexual innuendo such as the imagery of the male slave as an erect tree.
Wolpé’s translation likewise maintains ambiguity about sexual consummation, but
it does not preserve the religious language encoded in Avery’s translation as clearly.
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which he longs to relive, but that he cannot be certain was real. The
bewilderment (hayrat) of the slave mirrors that of the individual
soul in the Valley of Amazement; it represents the difficulty and
impossibility of understanding contact with the divine rationally.
Being swept up in erotic experience and desire, for Ἁṭṭār, becomes a
metaphor for the confusion and intensity of desire that one must have
for the divine if one is to follow the Way, or tariqah. Like Sam’ān’s
friends who must wait for divine intervention before successfully
helping him, the same power differential between the divine and
the seeker of the divine is recapitulated between the slave and the
princess; she has marked out and chosen the slave for this special
gift as the divine chooses those to whom it reveals itself. Likewise,
as in Sam’ān’s tale, there is a group or communal effort required to
help the princess and the slave achieve their spiritual growth. The
communal nature of the journey is less overt in this sub-tale, perhaps
because the emphasis is on the emotional strain of the pilgrim soul,
presented at the end of this sub-tale by the slave. Hayrat, that is,
so overwhelms the pilgrim and the narrative tone that all appears
uncertain, even the place of community within the narrative. That
said, community remains essential to the sub-tale.
Community in “The Princess and the Beautiful Slave-Boy”
One clear indication of the importance of community to spiritual
progress is Ἁṭṭār’s return to the blazon of the beloved and the project
of nazar or gazing. The story opens with eleven verses of taghazzul
dedicated to the princess herself. Immediately that blazon closes
with an insistent claim by the poet that the princess, like Sam’ān’s
Christian beloved, ensnares all who see her:
Whoever would steal a glance at her dimpled chin,
Would fall headfirst into the well’s depths.
Whoever fell a prey to her moon-like face,
Would fall into her pit at once, with no rope to catch him.82

82 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 342: 3823-3824. On the significance of this well imagery that connects
to the Joseph, son of Jacob, narrative, El-Rouayheb clarifies, “In the Islamic tradition, Joseph (Yūsuf) was proverbially handsome. A saying attributed to the Prophet Muḥammad
even stated that ‘Joseph has been given the moiety (shaṭr) of beauty,’ in the sense that his
beauty equaled—or according to other accounts exceeded—the sum of the beauty of all
other people.” El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality, 66-67.
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In this visually oriented pair of verses Ἁṭṭār offers the princess as the
shāhid, the object of nazar, to prompt the reader, to plunge headlong
into desire for God. Reflective of the Valley of Amazement, however,
this sub-tale’s object of nazar is not stable.
Our poetic vision suddenly shifts from the princess to the slave, “like
the moon,” a description that is identical to an earlier one of the
princess.83 Like the unstable object of the gaze, the parallel description
of both objects adds to the dizzying confusion characteristic of the
Valley of Amazement. The slave-shāhid merits only four verses
of blazon, but even this length is significant given the relatively
abridged length of this particular sub-tale.84
The change in the gaze’s object is then complicated. Readers are
provided a double object of nazar, namely: the princess looking at
and reacting to the slave, the single object of her gaze
Her heart was lost and into grievous distress she fell.
Her reason outside the veil fell.
Reason departed and love gained power over her.
Her Shírín-spirit in bitterness into agitation was tossed.
For a time she kept her thoughts to herself.
In the end she made the state of trepidation her practice.
She was melting with desire and at the separation burning,
In the melting and the burning, the heart full of craving.85

This moment recapitulates Sam’ān’s experience of desire, but
there is a different communal role present here that suggests the
Sufi communal rituals of samā’, described by J.T.P. de Bruijn as “a
complex of artistic forms practised by the Sufis . . . : it comprises
music, dance and the recitation of poetry. Their integration into Sufi
practice was undoubtedly problematic, as they were derived from the
kind of secular conviviality which was most objectionable to Islamic
83 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 341: 3814 and 342: 3825.
84 It spans verses 3814-3892.
85 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 343: 3830-3833.
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piety.”86 De Bruijn notes further that “According to Muḥammad
Ghazālī [c. 1058-1111], the aesthetic enjoyment of music and song
could be helpful to kindle the innate ‘fire’ which God had hidden
in the human heart,” but also acknowledges Ghazālī’s perspective
was not universally accepted by all Sufis, let alone orthodox
Muslims.87 Samā’ apparently needed careful regulation and ought
not be undertaken by Sufi initiates, orthodox stipulations that ‘Aṭṭār
arguably violates in this sub-tale.
The practice of samā’ alluded to in “The Princess and the Beautiful
Slave-Boy” derives from the girls in the princess’s community who
are described in two full verses that invoke the Sufi ritual:
She had ten minstrel maidens,
In singing, of exceedingly lofty attainment,
All instrumentalists, nightingale-singing,
Their Davidian melodies soul enlarging.88

These lines establish the women are instrumental to the achievement
of the princess’s desires, her co-conspirators. It is their actions
alone that make possible the moment of tawhid encapsulated in the
narrative’s eroticism. The connection to samā’ intensifies later in the
tale when we are told that part of the encounter’s ecstatic and sensual
quality is provided by the musicians: “Those idols [the musicians]
in unison harmonies intoned, / Reason to the soul bidding farewell,
and the soul to the body.”89 We read also of the musicians from the
86 De Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 69. Ritter also discusses samā’, Ritter, Ocean, 507-517.
See also Stepien, “A Study in Sufi Poetics,” 78-88 on the Qur’anic value assigned poetry.
87 De Bruijn, Persian Sufi Poetry, 69.
88 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 343: 3834-3835. The singers are instrumental to the spiritual growth of
the princess and the slave as “Tradition . . . has it that the entire journey of Sufism is ‘in,
by, and through Allah,’ but this is merely conjectural until it is directly apprehended or
remembered. Ecstasy is a taste (dhawq) of this remembrance, and it can include a cathartic,
although transitory, reunion with the lost Beloved.” Toussulis, Sufism, 168. As we will see,
music and entertainment are central to the religious experiment of this sub-tale. Additionally, Lewisohn connects the arts more directly to divine contemplation: “while the shāhid is
both ‘an interior spiritual reality’ through which the mystic experiences intimacy with the
Divine, the reflection of that ‘reality’ can also become manifest in any mundane phenomenon, be it a person, song, verse of poetry or meditative mood.” Lewisohn, “Prolegomenon
to the Study of Ḥāfiẓ 2,” 46.
89 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 345: 3856.
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slave’s perspective: “His eyes on the cheeks of the heart-holder [the
princess] he kept; / His ears to the sound of the pipes he held.”90 This
quotation illustrates haryat again through the blending of both the
princess and the musicians in an ecstatic synesthesia that intensifies
the sense of spiritual community between the blending women.
Further, the importance of the musicians is also reflected in an idea
that Ritter expresses regarding Allah: “God reveals Himself to His
prophets through acts of hearing, not through visions.”91 Thus, for
the slave his shāhid, or the visual sign of God’s created beauty,
blends God’s aural sign expressed in samā’.
Aside from this description that aligns the female companions with
a group of Sufis who would enact samā’ together, there is more
that associates them with the princess as a community of believers
or seekers. Unlike Sam’ān’s followers who question, berate, and
abandon him, the musicians show themselves to be faithful spiritual
companions. The princess’s first action in the poem after being
overwhelmed by her desire is to confess to her companions: “Her
state to them she straight away told: / She cast fame and modesty, and
the soul, too, away.”92 The community of the princess is apparently
so tightly knit that her outré and forbidden desire is not debated
or upbraided. Instead her confession and justification are contained
in the same verse. Like Sam’ān, the princess chooses the way of
blame, at least she risks it within her spiritual community when she
“casts fame and modesty, and the soul, too, away.”93 The musicians’
acceptance of and assistance with the princess’s transgressive plans
indicate that this spiritual community, more so than Sam’ān’s,
can recognize the transcendent, spiritual enhancement possible
through the commission of transgressive acts. Noteworthy too is the
community’s unity of response to the princess: “When the sweet90 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 345: 3861.
91 Ritter, Ocean, 453.
92 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 343: 3836.
93 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 343: 3836.
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voiced heard this matter, / They all said to her” that they would
help.94 Thus, the women form one spiritual community.
Other suggestions of community derive from language in the subtale. First, the princess, not knowing the slave, fears a confession
of love may impede his own spiritual journey: “‘If to the boy I tell
my love, / Because he is not mature, he might into error fall.”95
Further the princess states that if she is not able to experience
intimacy with her shāhid, “Behind the veil I would die piteously of
frustration.”96 Ἁṭṭār employs images of the veil throughout Manṭiqu’t
to indicate the separation between the human and divine.97 This
language, particularly that involving the veil, illustrates the slave
is the princess’s shāhid, that a glimpse of the Real or the divine is
accessible to her only through nazar that takes the slave as its object.
94 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 344: 3844. My emphasis.
95 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 343: 3838. Admittedly this spiritual concern is undercut somewhat by
the next verse: “My own status also would be ruinously impaired; / When might to a slave
anyone like me stoop?” Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 344: 3839. The second verse suggests a certain
imperfection in the allegory of princess as pīr and slave as shāhid and initiate. This inconsistency, however, could be understood in light of gendered cultural norms surrounding
women and the protection of their faces from the gazes of men. El-Rouayheb explains,
“The visual appreciation (istiḥsān) of a ‘foreign’ woman (i.e., a woman who was neither
a close relative nor a wife or concubine) was also legally out of bounds. There was broad
agreement among the jurists of the period that a man was not allowed to look at a woman
who was not his wife, concubine, or close relative, except for specific purposes such as
witnessing in a legal case, medical treatment, or teaching. In fact, the jurists of the period
tended to agree that young women especially should veil their faces in public, precisely to
prevent men from contravening this very principle.” El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality,
111-112. See also on women and public space, Andrews and Kalpakli, Age of Beloveds,
32-58.
96 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 344: 3840.
97 Ian Richard Netton writes “there can be a barrier between the Creator and his creation . .
. articulated traditionally, through the imagery of the ‘veil’ and ‘veiling’ . . . . It is revelation
that raises such veils, even though there may still be some veiling of God’s deepest secrets
after revelation.” Netton, Islam, 78. Further Netton notes, explicitly in relation to Ἁṭṭār,
that sitr is one Arabic word for ‘veil’ that “has connotations of ‘screening,’ ‘draping,’ or
‘curtaining’ and perhaps asks us to envisage a chamber in which the human lover of God is
separated from his or her Divine beloved by a full curtain . . . .” Netton, Islam, 82. Netton
also suggests another word for ‘veil,’ which he does not ascribe to Ἁṭṭār, but which is nonetheless relevant given this particular tale. The word is ijb and it “embrac[es] some of the
above meanings of sitr” but “has a primary significance of ‘woman’s veil’” Netton, Islam,
82. Given the Persian practice of the veiling of young women, a cultural norm the princess
actively violates, both words are relevant when the princess bemoans her separation from
her would-be lover by a veil if she is not able to see him secretly.
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This ambiguous spiritual language blurs the boundaries of the erotic
and the spiritual. As Ἁṭṭār alters perspectives within this narrative,
he also creates a topsy-turvy erotic pursuit of the God/earthly lover,
again driving home the sense of haryat for readers who cannot
reduce these aporia or move beyond a state of agnosia.98
This narrative structure inverts normal power structures, not unlike
in Sam’ān’s narrative wherein a powerful shaikh is subdued by a
beautiful non-believer. Here the princess, powerful within her
own social class and society, is overwhelmed by her desire for a
mere slave. As certain as this perspective of power structures is,
Ἁṭṭār, again illustrating the principle of hayrat, alters it. The last of
the princess-as-seeker is her statement that she wants her “share”
of the “erect cypress.”99 After verse 3843 the first-person speech
of the princess ends, and a third-person account of the drugging
and delivery of the slave to the princess by her musical, spiritual
companions appears.100
Verses 3853 through 3870 detail the couple’s evening. Despite the
lack of an “I,” the subject of the gaze becomes the slave and the
princess is reduced to its object: “The boy had become lost in the
cheeks of the princess.”101 This shift reifies the communal nature
98 El-Rouayheb highlights the interpenetration of the erotic and spiritual in the context
of veils and gazing: “Phenomenal beauty is simultaneously a delusory veil and a divine
revelation. The uninitiated mistakenly take it for an attribute of a particular, independently
existing entity; the trained mystic sees it as a manifestation of the infinite beauty of God.”
El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality, 96.
99 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 344: 3842. The Encyclopedia Iranica’s entry on “cypress” indicates
that the tree “is often mentioned in classical Persian poetry . . . and occurs in a variety of
metaphors . . . referring to the figure and stately gait of the beloved.” Hūšang, “Cypress.”
Additionally, de Bruijn notes the same in Persian Sufi Poetry, 62-63.
100 This brief presentation of a woman’s desires is atypical because while “Poets could .
. . mention the eulogized male youth’s attractiveness to women,” yet “their tastes were not
articulated in the belle-lettres of the period.” El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality, 66, 71.
Andrews and Kalpakli also note that “erotic poems will, for the most part, be addressed
by men to young men—only occasionally my men to women or women to men, . . . .”
Andrews and Kalpakli, Age of Beloveds, 39. This perhaps offers another sense of the transgressive in Ἁṭṭār, though a transgression that is ultimately tamed by the transferal of the
first-person speech to a masculine “I” at the close of the tale.
101 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 345: 3858.
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of spiritual growth in Manṭiqu’ṭ; the spiritual pilgrimage of the
princess, achieved only with the aid of her spiritual community and
musical companions, instigates the initiation of the slave to tawhid
and the journey back to the divine.102 While it is the tawhid the slave
experiences rather than that of the princess that ‘Aṭṭār paints for the
reader, the princess is not completely inactive. She gives him wine
and food, but also:
All the time that girl like a picture,
Was sprinkling on his face a hundred thousand tears.
Sometimes on his lips she’d confer kisses like sugar.
Sometimes she’d salt the kisses [i.e. with tears] adventurously.
Sometimes she would ruffle his unruly curls.
Sometimes he’d be lost in those two bewitching eyes.103

This passage marks the princess’s movement from lover-seeker and
beholder of the shāhid to beloved-sought object and shāhid. She is
engaged in some actions in this passage but is also transformed into
a mere image, and ultimately in the last half-line of the quote, she
recedes from subjectivity to become the simultaneously consumingconsumed object of the gaze.
From this point, the slave moves from spiritual initiate described
in third person to a first-person reporter on his experiences. Verses
3877 through the end of the tale report his first-person speech
directed to a third party who wants him to explain his confusion and
paradoxical speech. Yet the slave’s paradoxical speech is much like
the meaning event that Michael Sells describes as stemming from
apophatic writing, or writing that he says is actually an “un-saying”
or “speaking away.”104 The slave is unable to articulate the erotic
102 I come to the recollection of the divine shortly as we move to a different portion of the
sub-tale wherein the slave assumes the first-person speech that the princess was given at
the start of the story. One also ought to recall the instructive nature of love: “the madhhab-i
‘ishq” can be seen as “a register or type of knowing; the experience of love is a learning
experience (or an experience of learning) that teaches the lover how to identify value (i.e.,
what is valuable) and to constitute the human being—both as individual and as society—
accordingly, in terms of those values.” Ahmed, What is Islam?, 42.
103 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 346: 3866-3868.
104 Sells, Mystical Languages, 2-3.
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experience of tawhid, which leaves him cast out from the divine and
desiring it yet again, like an unsated lover. Indeed, his experience
with the princess seems to have helped him achieve a certain amount
of dhikr, or “remembrance of God.”105 Yannis Toussulis connects
such remembrance of God not with eroticism but with love, which
can arguably be seen as interpenetrating. Toussulis writes, “The
core of Sufism, then, is to discover one’s nonexistence in the face
of something more convincingly real. And this conviction can only
be found through ‘tasting’ (dhawq) and not through derivative
knowledge of any kind.”106 In this instance, the princess and her
musical companions have not only fulfilled their own spiritual-erotic
desires, but have provided the slave with his own experience of
dhawq; the princess and her community spread the longing for God
from their community to a new convert, the slave, just as Sam’ān’s
obsession with the Christian ultimately converts her, and just as
Ἁṭṭār’s cyclical retellings of seekers’ journeys aim at recruiting his
audience to a pilgrimage as well. Readers cannot assess the spiritual
outcome of the samā’ ritual for the princess; there is no more of
her in the tale. However, it is clear she has rekindled for the slave a
remembrance of the divine, but not one he can fully appreciate or
understand yet:
“Since I do not know, what more than this can I say,
Although before this have I seen her?
I, since I have seen or have not seen her,
Am perplexed between this and that.”107

We can turn to Toussulis to further elucidate these lines from the
slave:
105 Toussulis, Sufism, 239.
106 Toussulis, Sufism, 6-7. A fuller definition of dhawq from Toussulis’ glossary is “a
temporary mystical rapture.” Toussulis, Sufism, 239.
107 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 348: 3891-3892. Here his uncertain vision of the princess suggests
dhikr.
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To love is not to have an excessive desire for someone; it is a by-product
of a deeper ‘remembrance of the heart’ (dhikr al-qalb). This remembrance
is something that re-members fragmented human beings by reconnecting
them to their source; and the source of one’s being, according to Rumi,
can only be found in ‘the desert of Non-Existence.’
To ‘non-exist’ is to love. Sufis welcome this death or annihilation
(fana), but only when their consciousness has been sufficiently purified
through dedicated practice: meditation, contemplation, and spiritual
companionship.108

Neither the princess nor the slave of the sub-tale are purified, unlike
the Christian in Sam’ān’s tale, so death plays no role here. However,
the princess extends her spiritual community, at least temporarily,
and the extension prompts the spiritual growth of the slave, who
becomes the new “I” of seeking in the narrative. It takes exposure
to the paradise of the princess’s chamber to help the slave achieve
dhikr, to remember God.
The uncertainty of the identity of the subject-position in this narrative
also affects the power differentials between the characters in the tale,
which in turn reflects the sub-tale’s location in the overall tariqah.
The Valley of Amazement follows on the heels of the Valley of
Oneness—where “many are one, in One forever, / [and where] That
one in One will be unity complete.”109 The movement into the Valley
of Amazement comes only after the previous stage of the tariqah
has dissolved all boundaries, and Ἁṭṭār writes that in the Valley of
Amazement “Of whomsoever Oneness has imprinted the seal on the
soul, / He becomes entirely lost, and lost to himself as well.”110 Ἁṭṭār
voices the reaction of the pilgrim to this valley thusly:
… “I simply do not know anything at all,
And that I know not, nor do I know myself.
I am in love, but I do not know with whom I am.
I am neither Muslim nor unbeliever, so what am I?
108 Toussulis, Sufism, 7.
109 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 331: 3697.
110 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 341: 3807.

But of my loving I have no knowledge;
I have both a heart full of love, also, empty.”111
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These lines, which Ἁṭṭār includes as part of the frame narrative,
directly precede “The Princess and the Beautiful Slave-Boy.” At
the conclusion of the narrative, the slave himself echoes similar
uncertainty. He reflects on his experience:
“No state has been more weird than this in the world;
A state neither manifest nor hidden.
Not a moment is she effaced from the soul,
Nor of her do I find the slightest trace.
I have beheld the possessor of a beauty from the Perfect.
No person in any state has possessed it.”112

Both the slave’s words and Ἁṭṭār’s description of the Valley of
Amazement suggest that the movement toward Allah or the divine
is not a movement that consistently yields greater happiness for the
pilgrim. The journey is difficult; progress is neither continuous nor
linear. Ἁṭṭār employs the concept of love-longing in Manṭiqu’ṭ as a
way to communicate the desperation and desire of the pilgrim soul
for union with God, and yet like the lover who desperately seeks his
beloved’s approval, the lover of God must wait for God to announce
his desire for his lover. The slave’s bewilderment at the end of the
sub-tale reflects the feelings of a soul that has glimpsed the divine,
even experienced temporary ecstatic, apophatic—here configured
erotically—union with the divine, but the soul cannot understand
its continued existence in the material world after this unsustained
union. In this way, “The Princess and the Beautiful Slave-Boy”
ultimately demonstrates not just hayrat or blessed bewilderment,
but the movement to that stage from that of union or tawhid. This
sub-tale presents a fairly straightforward set of images initially, but
these are repeatedly inverted and revised, Sells might say unsaid,
over the course of the tale, marking the tale’s direct manifestation
of haryat.
111 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 341: 3811-3813.
112 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 348: 3887-3889.
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The Vazir’s Beautiful Son

“The Vazir’s Beautiful Son,” is akin to Sam’ān’s story in terms
of the complexity of its symbols and metaphors.113 I begin this
discussion with some framing comments from Lucian Stone: first,
Ἁṭṭār “allow[s] for God to show Himself contrary to rationalist
metaphysics which errs in attempting to show (or ‘prove’) God” and,
second, that Ἁṭṭār “deplores the rational-philosophical approach,”
to God.114 These concepts help account for Ἁṭṭār’s simultaneous
presentation and obfuscation of divine-human union in this sub-tale
from the Manṭiqu’ṭ.
As with the Princess sub-tale, we first need to discuss this tale’s
structure. A king is introduced, and his vazir has a lovely son, who
is given a detailed blazon much like the blazon of the princess, the
slave, and the Christian beloved in the other sub-tales; the princess
and the vazir’s son both, for example, have eyebrows that are like
bows, ready to shoot arrows at those who gaze upon them.115 The
intensity of the king’s admiration and love for the boy, drives him to
keep the boy with him constantly. When a beautiful girl enters the
king’s court, the boy is infatuated and sneaks away from the drunken
king to see her. He is discovered, upbraided as unfaithful, and
sentenced to death. The vazir intervenes with the guards by bribing
them to flay and hang upside down a criminal who has already been
sentenced to death; the replacement criminal’s body placates a stillangry king the next morning. However, as time wears on, the king’s
anger turns to sorrow and regret, and he realizes that wine affected
his judgment. After forty days of longing for the lost boy, he has
a dream vision wherein the bloody corpse of the boy (who is in
fact fine and has been hidden away by his father), appears to him
and upbraids him in a dream, recalling the earlier verbal assault of
the king upon the boy. The dream overwhelms the king who has
113 Shackle notes that this sub-tale is “second only to the Tale of Shaykh Ṣan‘ān in length
and complexity.” Shackle, “Representations,” 167.
114 Stone, “Blessed Perplexity,” 105, 106.
115 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 342: 3817-3818 and 384: 4307. Again, as in Sam’ān’s tale, the beauty
of the beloved acts as a shāhid, or echo of divine beauty.
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become emaciated “Like a hair wisp” during his mourning, and he
swoons.116 Such fainting in Sam’ān’s story prefaces death, but here
none occurs; instead, the vazir sends his son to the king, who is
revived by the boy’s tears. The two of them then withdraw from the
reader’s and Ἁṭṭār’s view.117
Ἁṭṭār ends this frustrating puzzle by concluding with quotations that
state the union between the king and boy cannot be described: “At
this juncture words fail the story-teller. / . . . Whatever after this I say
were better left unsaid. / The pearl when it is in the depths is not for
stringing.”118 Additionally, Ἁṭṭār suggests that not only does rational
language lack the capacity to communicate the companionship of
king and boy, but also that attempting to do so would be unlawful,
revealing too much to someone who has not begun his or her own
tariqah:
Who am I that I should give the description of this?
And were I to do so my life would be forfeit.
Not having arrived, how might I this description give?
I should hold my tongue, because I am left far behind.
...
Since here is not a single hair-tip,
Here there is no way apart from silence.
116 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 392: 4398. The king’s emaciation reflects the literary tradition regarding
‘ishq: “To the extent that ‘ishq was perceived to be an extrinsic power that overwhelmed
the heart and soul, it was considered to be a malady with recognized symptoms: emaciation, paleness, fluttering of the heart, insomnia, complete mental absorption with the beloved, etc.” El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality, 86.
117 Ἁṭṭār implies a veil is closed between himself, the poet, and the objects of his poetic
gaze. Likewise, this veil blinds Ἁṭṭār’s audience: “Both [king and vazir’s son] happy, to
the private pavilion they repaired.” Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 395: 4443. The veil imagery is explicit
a few verses earlier when the king watches as the vazir’s son “emerged from behind the
curtain like a moon from a cloud.” Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 395: 4438. Recall here the imagery of
the veil as the separation of the created from the creator; at this point neither Ἁṭṭār, nor his
readers have earned that revelation. Note also that Ritter points out the theological need
for the veil: “Man cannot see God in the here and now. He would not be able to endure the
sight of Him. If God were to uncover His countenance, the radiance of His face would burn
whatever His sight fell upon.” Ritter, Ocean, 454.
118 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 395: 4440-4441. Ritter too notes the tale’s opacity, saying it reveals
“nothing as far as what characterizes the state of mystical baqā.” Ritter, Ocean, 653.
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Impossible is this, that at any time, might discover
Anything but silence the temper of the tongue’s blade.
...
This time for once I have completed what I have to say.
Doing is needed. How much longer must I talk? Depart in
peace.119

This tantalizing story, almost ending in ruin, is offered as a prompt
for the reader to seek out his or her own pathway to the divine, to
act upon the spiritual and theological truths that Ἁṭṭār’s Manṭiqu’ṭ
uncovers. Rafal Stepien’s explication of mystic-poetry makes this
apparent:
Mystic-poetry [is] here understood, precisely in its transcendence
of literality in favour of figural speech irreconcilable to the rigid,
epistemologically correspondential requirements of the rational intellect
. . . . Indeed, this poetry announces the collapse of the epistemological
pursuit of truth as either correspondence or coherence, and constitutes
the phenomenon perceived by the mystic-poet as nothing other than the
thing-in-itself or noumenon.120

Ἁṭṭār wants his readers to seek the noumenon of the divine directly,
so he refuses to provide further description. His frustrating closure,
or refusal to end the tale, make that clear.
Community in The Vazir’s Beautiful Son, or ‘Aṭṭār as Religious
Community Builder
As with the shifting complexity of erotic economies in the other tales,
there are no direct and easy answers. The reader meets a refusal to
clarify the erotic economy of the sub-tale along with the insistence
that it is now the reader’s responsibility to uncover this clarity
through personal, spiritual growth. Nicholas Boylston has observed
that in the valley sections of Manṭiqu’ṭ “the wayfarer [is] addressed
in the second person singular and thus [is] indistinguishable from the
119 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 396: 4446-4452.
120 Stepien, “A Study in Sufi Poetics,” 104.
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birds hearing the story, or us as readers.”121 The same pronoun use
appears in the final line of the quotation above, illustrating clearly
that Ἁṭṭār’s work is not a pure literary exercise, but one meant to
inculcate its readers with curiosity about spiritual journeys. Indeed,
after the Vazir sub-tale concludes, Ἁṭṭār turns reflective and considers
his authorial role:
If this volume shows even to one person the Way,
Then in front of him the veil will be cast aside.
If he attains comfort from this memorial,
Tell him to remember in his prayers the composer.122

This quotation demonstrates that Ἁṭṭār himself is a seeker, and his
words reinforce the communal nature of that seeking because he
turns to, acknowledges his fellow pilgrims, and asks for their help.
Ἁṭṭār’s request mirrors the cooperative and communal efforts of the
various seekers across the sub-tales. For Sam’ān and his followers
a renewal and deepening of faith occurs only communally. Like the
princess, the vazir’s desires can only be fulfilled through partnership
and cooperation. The princess is reliant upon her female servants
to taste the pleasure of the beautiful slave; the vazir can only
protect his child (while simultaneously protecting his king from
inflicting permanent spiritual and emotional self-harm) through the
cooperation of palace guards, his son, and even the corpse of the
criminal who takes his son’s place. These narratives insist on the
communal nature of spiritual engagement within the world.123
121 Boylston, “Writing the Kaleidoscope,” 364.
122 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 399: 4486-4487. Boylston shows that Ἁṭṭār and the hoopoe share a
voice: “The Hoopoe is . . . burdened with the same tasks as ‘Aṭṭār himself of communicating the ineffable in order to incite the aspiration for the journey, as the voice of the poet
and the Hoopoe merge into one.” Boylston, “Writing the Kaleidoscope,” 367. See also de
Bruijn on Ἁṭṭār’s incorporation of himself in other of his works. de Bruijn, “The Preaching
Poet,” 92, 96.
123 Stepien articulates Ἁṭṭār’s communal identity through the label of mystic-poet: because he distinguishes “between religious and irreligious poetry,” Ἁṭṭār is able to “identif[y]
his poetry with religious law itself, and thereby effectively rehabiliṭtates it to the status of
an Islamically valid enterprise; indeed, as the very summit of the divine creative act itself.”
Stepien, “A Study in Sufi Poetics,” 88.
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Homoeroticism in The Vazir’s Beautiful Son
Franklin Lewis’s “Sexual Occidentation” reveals that the so-called
illicit love embodied in this sub-tale models the type of union with
the divine for which the individual soul should strive.124 Lewis puts
the homoeroticism of Ἁṭṭār’s “The Vazir’s Beautiful Son” into
context: there is “a sub-genre of Arabic love poetry which emerged
in the eighth century of the Common Era, and gained wide currency
by the tenth century. The mood of this genre is mujun or sukhf—
erotic or obscene—and the thematic hallmark of the sub-genre of
poetry in question is the love of an older Muslim male, usually the
speaking persona of the poem, for a Christian boy.”125 The vazir’s son
is not Christian, nor is the king’s voice the only one heard within the
tale, but clearly Ἁṭṭār is working within this eroticized tradition that
radicalizes the interpretive possibilities of erotic love.126 Yaghoobi
124 I avoid the word homosexual as I am following Khaled El-Rouayheb’s observation in
Before Homosexuality: “The modern concept of ‘homosexuality’ elides a distinction that,
in the Middle East, was (and still is) fraught with symbolic significance: that between the
penetrator and the penetrated. Not surprisingly, in ordinary language there was no corresponding concept that would apply to both those who preferred the active-insertive role
and those who preferred the passive-receptive role in a homosexual act.” El-Rouayheb,
Before Homosexuality, 15-16. On the aesthetic traditions of love poetry, including that
directed to male beloveds, see El-Rouayhed, Before Homosexuality, 53-110. Additionally,
El-Rouayheb clarifies differences between legal and cultural practices involving same-sex
participants: “Islamic law prohibits . . . sexual intercourse between men, especially anal
intercourse. It is hardly credible to suggest that such illicit intercourse was carried out
in public. What unfolded in public was probably such things as courting and expressing
passionate love. It may seem natural for modern historians to gloss over the distinction
between committing sodomy and expressing passionate love for a youth, and to describe
both activities as manifestations of ‘homosexuality.’ But this only goes to show that the
term is anachronistic and unhelpful in this particular context. Islamic religious scholars
of the period were committed to the precept that sodomy (liwāt) was one of the most
abominable sins a man could commit. However, many of them clearly did not believe that
falling in love with a boy or expressing this love in verse was therefore also illicit.” He
also finds a number of other distinctions between modern homosexuality and early modern
attitudes toward male-male relationships: “Another distinction is that between passionate
infatuation (‘ishq) and sexual lust—emphasizing this distinction was important for those
who would argue for the religious permissibility of the passionate love of boys. A third distinction centers on exactly what sexual acts were involved—Islamic law prescribed severe
corporal or capital punishment for anal intercourse between men, but regarded, say, kissing, fondling, or non-anal intercourse as less serious transgressions.” El-Rouayheb, Before
Homosexuality, 2 and 6.
125 Lewis, “Sexual Occidentation,” 694.
126 This is a well-attested tradition. Jim Wafer, for example, notes, “For secular writers
who regarded themselves as orthodox Muslims, ‘gazing’ at another male was the principle expression of their love, since a sexual consummation was forbidden. The mystics
gave this idea a religious meaning by treating nazar as equivalent to the vision of God
Himself.” Wafer, “Vision and Passion,” 108. However, most critics who discuss this trope
do not address “The Vazir’s Beautiful Son,” but rather the shorter recurring homoerotic
sub-tales about Ayāz and Sultan Maḥmūd. This is true of Yaghoobi, Wafer, and Lewisohn.
Only Ritter discusses this tale, but his comments are relatively brief.
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discusses this literary tradition as well, showing that it “conforms
to the standards of the Sufī philosophy known as ‘gazing at male
beauty’ or ‘the love of a beautiful youth’ (shāhidbāzī or naẓarbāzī)”
and as such cannot be construed as “necessarily transgressive.”127
The concept of gazing, or nazar, clearly structures part of “The
Vazir’s Beautiful Son,” given the prominence of the blazon of the
vazir’s son that directs not only the king’s gaze, but the reader’s gaze
as well.128 Again, this directed gaze is Ἁṭṭār’s prompt for the audience
to participate in the tariqah, presenting the communal nature of
the journey. While the homoerotic gaze may not be transgressive,
Yaghoobi specifies details of the homoerotic narratives that feature
Maḥmūd and Ayāz, which she identifies as having “deviated from
the standards of the philosophy of shāhidbāzī”: the lovers are both
adults, which requires passivity of one of them; the relationship
takes place outside a religious environment (i.e. at court, not a Sufi
settlement); it is not a discreet affair; and it takes place between a
master and slave, a relationship type “common in medieval Iran”
but undertaken “to experience sexual pleasure rather than the love of
127 Yaghoobi, Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, 71. El-Rouayheb also comments: “according to most
schools of law only anal intercourse was deemed a cardinal sin. Anything that could be
perceived to be the first step along the slippery slope to such transgressions, such as gazing
at beardless youths or being alone with them, became deeply problematic. However, jurists
were also committed to the principle that one ought not prohibit what God has made licit,
or think ill of one’s fellow Muslims, and the efforts of especially zealous jurists to prohibit
outright such ‘preliminaries’ of sodomy met with resistance from other jurists. Most jurists
did not deem that a man’s passionate love of a youth was in itself a sin, and permitted the
composition of pederastic love poetry.” El-Rouayheb, additionally reveals the justifications
for writing love poetry to young men: “According to traditions that were widely accepted
as authentic, the Prophet himself had said that ‘God is beautiful and loves beauty’ and that
‘three things refresh the eyes: looking at greenery, flowing water, and the handsome face.’
He also reportedly exhorted his followers to ‘seek the good from handsome countenances.’” Further, El-Rouayheb explains that “the prohibition of liwāṭ [sodomy] will not carry
over into the next world: the prohibition is based partly on the this-worldly end of sexual
intercourse, namely procreation, and partly on the ‘uncleanliness’ of the anus. Neither factor would be relevant to a world in which sexual intercourse was for pleasure only, and in
which there was neither procreation nor excrement.” This final observation suggests that if
one reads the relationship between the king and the vazir’s son as a relationship that ought
to be read as an allegory of the union of the individual soul with the divine that any potential opposition to same-sex anal intercourse is thereby entirely diffused. El-Rouayheb,
Before Homosexuality, 12, 59, and 132. Ritter offers a theological justification for the homoeroticism: “In Islam, where feminine traits are unthinkable in God, the masculine rather
than the feminine form offered itself to the mystics of love as a symbol for the Godhead,
although, . . . the watered-down, clichéd feminine forms of earlier Arabic love poetry were
also used as a symbol for the Godhead.” Ritter, Ocean, 457.
128 The vazir’s son, like the other beloveds, receives an extensive blazon from verses
4294 through 4313.
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God.”129 These features of the Maḥmūd-Ayāz sub-tales reinsert the
transgressive element into the homoeroticism ‘Aṭṭār presents, but
they do not all appear in “The Vazir’s Beautiful Son.”
There is an age differential between the vazir’s son and the king, so
in terms of beloveds, this sub-tale adheres to the literary tradition’s
expectations, but like Maḥmūd and Ayāz, the king and the vazir’s
son are at court, not a religious settlement, nor is the affair private.130
Further transgressive but divorced from sexual orientation, there is
a debased quality to this relationship connected to Ἁṭṭār’s critique of
tyrants. This element of the relationship also suggests more material
sexuality than might have been acceptable for the literary trope.
“The Princess and the Beautiful Slave-Boy” and the “The Story of
Shaikh-i Sam’ān,” involve explicitly illicit love affairs that violate
boundaries. Here the partial violation of the literary requirements
of nazar (and thus the partial usurpation of heteronormativity) is
purposeful: Ἁṭṭār dislocates the religious pilgrim seeking divinity
from exoteric understandings and logical approaches to the divine.
Ἁṭṭār deploys theologically problematic erotic love economies to jolt
the religious pilgrim through discomfort into spiritual engagement.
Additionally, while the vazir’s son is not a slave, there is a clear
power differential between the lover and the beloved. ‘Aṭṭār writes
of the obsessive, perhaps tyrannical, nature of the king’s love:
If he [the beloved] were ever one moment to leave the royal
entourage,
Out of jealousy the Sháh would have cut off his head from his
body.
129 Yaghoobi, Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, 72. See also Yaghoobi, “Against the Current,” 102103 for a condensed discussion of what is and is not acceptable within this tradition. See
the sub-tales that discuss the slave Ayāz and Sultan Maḥmūd of Ghazna’s devotion to him.
See Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 104-108: 1133-1185; 276-278: 3078-3102; 280-281: 3121-3137; 337340: 3762-3800.
130 Of note in relationship to age, Ἁṭṭār describes the beginnings of facial hair on the
vazir’s son: “The newly sprouting green of beard, the red of his beauty’s visage, / The mottled parrot, source of perfection’s furthest limit.” Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 384: 4310. El-Rouayheb
explains the significance of beard growth in aesthetic circles and the debate over whether
a beardless youth or a youth with the start of a beard is most attractive. For example, the
youths of same-sex relationships are “referred to in the texts as amrad (beardless boy);
ghulām or ṣabī (boy); or fatā, shābb, or ḥadath (male youth)” and “though biologically
male,” these youths were “not completely a ‘man’ in the social and cultural sense . . .
.” El-Rouayheb additionally notes that amrad “could be used to refer to prepubescent,
completely smooth-cheeked boys, as opposed to adolescent, downy-cheeked youths, but
it could also refer to all youths who did not yet have a fully developed beard, and hence to
youths who were as old as twenty or twenty-one.” El-Rouayheb, Before Homosexuality, 26
and 31. The vazir’s son is in the latter category.
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Also were desirous both his father and mother
Of for a moment themselves seeing the son’s face.
But, because of fear of the Sháh, they lacked the courage
For a long time, to bring this matter out into the open.131

Given this partial adherence to the literary practice of nazar, Ἁṭṭār
skirts the edge of acceptability in this particular sub-tale, flaunting
some of the accepted standards of literary homoeroticism. The
deeper transgression of the tale derives from the inversion of typical
power structures. The king becomes irrational, obsessed with
his shāhid.132 He even drinks and allows the alcohol to overtake
his ability to mete out appropriate justice. We might say he is
intoxicated with desire for his shāhid, emblematic in the case of
figures like Sam’ān as foolish but ultimately spiritually edifying.
The king’s foolishness, however, is more difficult to excuse; Ἁṭṭār
creates a powerful, condemnatory image of the king as a capricious
fool who violates sobriety in a manner that directly and negatively
affects his citizens.133 These tyrannical traits are less a metaphoric
indication of the king’s spiritual struggle than they are a critique of
the leaders of Ἁṭṭār’s time as well as a narrative necessity given the
centrality of suffering and longing necessary for spiritual growth
131 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 386: 4330-4332.
132 The king’s being in love is not a character flaw: “Falling in love with a boy was
widely considered to be an involuntary act, and as such outside the scope of religious
condemnation.” El-Rouayhed, Before Homosexuality, 139. Additionally, Walter Andrews
and Mehmet Kalpakli note the elevated position given male-male relationships in the past:
“among both Hellenic and Roman elites the assumption was commonly made that the most
complete love, the love that exhibits the highest degree of mutuality and satisfaction, is
the love of one educated man for another, usually younger (educated) man.” Andrews and
Kalpakli, Age of Beloveds, 14.
133 Ritter writes of jealousy and the literary appearance of tales like “The Vazir’s Beautiful Son”: “kings are hasty to become angry and in their anger issue commands which they
regret afterwards. Those in a king’s company sometimes do not carry out his order and
protect him from his own outbursts of rage.” Ritter goes on to say specifically of the king’s
jealousy that it is “bad and improper.” Elsewhere Ritter also notes that he “know[s] of no
other Islamic writings in which social criticism of the rulers is expressed with such severity.” Ritter, The Ocean of the Soul, 394-395 and 123. Navid Kermani discusses the realism
of Ἁṭṭār’s poetry: “in his verse epics one feels the sharp air of earthly conditions, of social
and religious reality. . . . Ἁṭṭār’s rulers constitute a threat to all decent people.” Additionally, Kermani discusses the corrupt Seljuq rule under which Ἁṭṭār lived part of his life: “In
the twelfth century, the caliphate in Baghdad maintained the religious character of its rule
over the Muslim community only as a formality; the real power had long since been transferred to secular authorities, which often no longer even pretended to justify their actions
theologically.” Kermani, Terror of God, 58, 59. Netton, of mystics more broadly, points out
that “nearly all . . . emerge against a backdrop of political or spiritual or religious or intellectual upheaval, even chaos, . . . .” Netton, Islam, 77. Netton does not intend Ἁṭṭār here
specifically, but this description taken into perspective with Kermani’s discussion of the
turmoil of Ἁṭṭār’s life suggests that Netton’s sentiment about the upheaval that surrounds
mystics applies to Ἁṭṭār.
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in the poem.134 While critics like Lewis have pointed out that Ἁṭṭār
“is primarily interested in depicting the religion of love, maktab—i
‘ishq, and not the human vita sexualis,”135 the relationship in this
sub-tale echoes a more visceral, material desire to control the vazir’s
son rather than merely gaze upon him as shāhid. The king is violent
and jealous, insistent on controlling the vazir’s son and refusing him
his own sexual will, which the boy tries to direct at the beautiful
girl in the king’s court. The king’s decree for an immediate, violent
punishment for the boy’s infidelity solidifies the corporeal nature
of the relationship early in the sub-tale. Additionally, while we
might expect divinity to be aligned with the forces of royal power
and status, as indeed “The Princess and the Beautiful Slave-Boy”
aligns divinity with the princess at the close of the tale, in this subtale, Ἁṭṭār inverts the expectation. He does so with a somewhat
shocking depiction of both parties: the king becomes enraged and
jealous after drinking, and the boy turns away from the king and
toward a heteronormative but still theologically problematic sexual
relationship with a girl from court. If, however, we consider that in
order for this to be a sub-tale that is spiritually instructive, Ἁṭṭār must
require the seeking soul to suffer, then the king’s rash actions, which
generate his later suffering, become logical, at least in the sense of
the narrative structure of the tale, i.e. the king’s actions interrupt the
king-boy dyad that is primarily corporeal in nature so that suffering
and a spiritualized eroticism can take over later in the sub-tale.
Once his sobriety returns, the king must live with his choices. At
this point, a radical inversion of the power structures of the narrative
occurs; the tyrant becomes powerless and must learn submission. At
this point the corporeal relationship in the narrative begins to take
on an overt spiritual meaning, more commensurate with established
homoerotic literary tropes. The unexpected power inversion, as with
the Princess sub-tale, ties into the structure of the journey. “The
Vazir’s Beautiful Son” is one of the final portions of “The Valley
of Poverty and Annihilation,” appearing after the resolution of the
frame tale.136 Ἁṭṭār’s indirect description of this Valley in another
134 That is, the king must suffer to grow, and his foolishness engenders that suffering
within the narrative structure.
135 Lewis, “Sexual Occidentation,” 710.
136 “The Vazir’s Beautiful Son,” then appears after the birds discover the Simurgh and directly precedes Ἁṭṭār’s discussions of his spiritual state and rhetorical purpose in the poem
section “Concerning his Own Condition.”
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sub-tale, “Ma‘shúq of Ṭús Tells a Novice to Melt Always,” directly
parallels the king’s experiences:
. . . “Melt always
So that, when in love you melt completely,
Then will you become through debility forever like a wisp of
hair.
When your person becomes as slender as a hair,
There will be room for you among the locks of the Friend.
Whoever becomes like a hair in His lane,
He will assuredly become one hair among those of Him.
If you are to be an observer of the Way and perspicacious,
Look to see the hair-fine subtlety of such as this.
If not a hair-tip of your selfness remains,
The seven degrees of Hell will overlook your badness.”137

This passage gives the words of Ma‘shúq of Ṭús describing the
proper attitude of a pilgrim toward the divine in erotic terms. The
imagery of a lover reduced to a hair through starvation recurs in the
description of the devastated king in “The Vazir’s Beautiful Son.”
The imagery reflects Ἁṭṭār’s understanding of the requisite suffering
of pilgrims.138 The physical signs of the king’s distress are amplified
to his emotions, evident in the king’s passionate plea with the dreamboy, in which he also confesses his treachery: “Do you no evil,
although I have enacted evil, / For all this badness to myself I have
done.”139 The king reveals his recollection of the interconnection
between himself and the boy, which comes to him only after the
extreme suffering caused by their separation. His speech further
indicates a bewildering loss of identity and inability to exist without
the boy:
137 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 354: 3957-3962. Avery’s translation here reflects the uncertainty of the
haryat from earlier in the poem; the king is overwhelmed and confused by his new spiritual
discoveries. Darbandi and Davis’ translation is more readable in excerpted form:
“If you have left the world before me, how
Can I endure the world without you now?
One moment’s absence kills my life and heart;
One moment more, my life and body part—
Your king’s soul hovers ready now to pay
Blood-vengeance for your death and die away!” (52)
138 Suffering is a central motif in Ἁṭṭār’s poetry. Kermani explains that in The Book of
Suffering, the pain alluded to in Manṭiqu’ṭ is intensified: “Ἁṭṭār develops a cosmology of
pain, as comprehensive as it is radical, in which all worldly and transcendent phenomena .
. . are signs; not signs of God, . . . signs of God’s abstinence and the painful nullity of the
world’s course . . . .” Kermani, Terror of God, 43.
139 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 393: 4419.

“Were you of a sudden from before me to go,
How without you might I in the world stay alive?
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Without you, since not for an instant might I remain myself,
Life not for more than one or two moments remains to me.
The soul to expiry’s lips has this prince brought,
In order in blood to dispense your blood-money.”140

The king’s words reflect a devotion that, at least while drunk, he
cannot maintain; he admits his suffering is of his own making, but
the admission cannot reduce its keenness. Likewise, the king’s
patience and will have been excised. His suggestion that he cannot
exist without the boy is a claim that his individual self (naf) has
been eradicated, that he, like the pilgrim whose soul temporarily
dissolves in God during tawhid, is prepared for such union. The
king’s transformation through suffering then is commensurate with
what Leonard Lewisohn has described in Ἁṭṭār’s work:
The philosophy of love in Ἁṭṭār’s poetry expresses simultaneously an
ascetic theology, an aesthetic, and […] the soteriological belief that
salvation can be found only through love. This belief was summed up
in the Sufi teaching that the lover contemplates the eternal forms of the
celestial realm of the Spheres by the medium of human forms in the
physical world. […] The sentiment underlying ‘Ἁṭṭār’s erotic lyrics is
thus quite similar to the fin’amors (refined, purified love) of medieval
Provencal ‘courtly love.’”141

Lewisohn’s comments apply to the erotic masnavi as well. Further,
conceiving of the passage as a reflection of this philosophy of love
radicalizes Ἁṭṭār’s poetry even more poignantly. The undercutting
of erotic and behavioral normativities in this sub-tale marks the
irrelevance of things sexed bodies in Ἁṭṭār’s eroticism; if love is
involved, spiritual growth is possible—no qualifiers necessary.
In addition to the radicalizing effect of the gazing lover tradition,
or shāhidbazī, there is another mode in Islamic mystical literature
wherein the homoerotic occurs. Jim Wafer explains, this is a passion
mode that involves “a symbolic physical interaction in which the
lover is wounded or killed by his beloved.”142 This mode appears
prior to the king’s spiritual awakening. Sadism is clear in the drunken
king’s punishment for the boy:
140 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 394: 4425-4427.
141 Lewisohn, “Sufi Symbolism,” 292.
142 Wafer, “Vision and Passion,” 108.
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. . . that puissant prince give[s] the order
That the boy be manacled in heavy irons.
His unalloyed silver [i.e. the boy’s skin] in the midst of
the dust of the street,
Tanning [i.e. beating] by the Sháh’s sticks made like
indigo [i.e. bruised black].143

The boy is additionally to be publicly hung upside down and flayed.
His body is to remain as a warning “So that no-one who, as he had,
had been the Pádsháh’s companion / Should after this look at anyone
else.”144 The sadism of this spectacle, however, radically reverses
with the king’s spiritual awareness. The destruction is redirected at
the king himself when, before he faints in a swoon after his dream
of the boy, he exclaims: “Take my soul, oh Judge, out of favour, /
for no endurance is any longer mine.”145 This speech act marks the
interchangeability, from the king’s perspective, of the vazir’s son
and the king, who here asks to die out of love, as he has previously
subjected his lover to death—so he thinks. The interplay of sadism
and masochism reverberate in this line of the king’s speech. The
seemingly active, worldly power of the king is nearly his emotional
and spiritual undoing. It is the powerless boy at court who disrupts
the power structure, with the intervention and aid of his father and the
community of guards. The community keeps the boy passive, but at
the conclusion of this narrative that passivity is undone dramatically
when he is able to save the king by appearing to him, crying over
him, and finally reuniting with him in a manner that Ἁṭṭār says defies
language. The boy, the king’s former play thing, is the only one who
can restore the king’s health and offer him mercy for his misdeeds.
Erotic Metaphors for Spiritual Growth
through Community Action
These sub-tales and their inclusion of erotically charged
transgressions demonstrate that Ἁṭṭār simultaneously embraces the
143 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 388: 4348-4349. The description of the vazir’s son’s skin as silver is
part of a collective of accepted imagery usually employed for a feminine beloved. Yaghoobi explains in relation to Ayāz, who is similarly described by Ἁṭṭār: the description
is “very sensual and mostly feminine. . . . Dihkhudā’s Lughat-nāma indicates that the
adjective [i.e. silver] is applied to someone with a very white body and skin.” Yaghoobi,
Subjectivity in Ἁṭṭār, 83.
144 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 388: 4352.
145 Ἁṭṭār, Speech, 395: 4433.
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aesthetics of erotic poetry and religious didacticism. The sub-tales
also show that in esoteric theological writing, such as the Manṭiqu’ṭ,
paradox and inversion can be harnessed to encourage what might
otherwise be considered theologically orthodox goals: in Ἁṭṭār’s
case, greater devotion and connection to Allah.146 Thus eroticism in
Manṭiqu’ṭ is an essential literary mode for achieving the spiritual
goals of the writer; the spiritual and the erotic interpenetrate and
cannot be disentangled.
In the closing moments of the poem before Ἁṭṭār turns to his own
path, he hints at a tantalizing image that he also occludes. The
image is both alluring and forbidden to readers such as ourselves,
those who are yet in the world. Ἁṭṭār extends this veiled image to
us to prick our desire to explore and pursue our beloved, thereby
transforming transgressive eroticism into a potent metaphor that
hints at the spiritual longings of the individual soul for the divine, but
simultaneously leaving that metaphor with an insecure tenor-vehicle
relationship. We are left asking, is this poetry about love? Is this
poetry about loving God? Stepien’s recapitulation of Sells reminds
us: “the mystic writer . . . is one whose discourse continually shifts
between the saying and the un-saying of a given position,” and whose
“meaning” derives “not through any one or other of these statements,
but rather through their interplay or tension.”147 Ἁṭṭār provides his
readers but a taste (dhawq) of the divine, not a fully positivistic
theological description. He calls us to our own journey.148 Ἁṭṭār’s
eroticism, then, carries a spiritual motive and that spiritual motive
is at its core a communal motive, one fostering interconnection
between all existents, and one simultaneously acknowledging only
in that interconnection can existents find the divine.

146 Scholars have pointed out the tendency to divorce Sufism from Islam itself. For example, Robert Abdul Hayy Darr, the author of the foreword of Toussulis’ book, describes
misconceptions about Sufism, namely that “Sufism operates above and beyond religion,”
and he adds that “as Sufism became more popular, it was often watered down. Popular
reductions of Sufism offered simplified spiritual teachings and practices dissociated from
their Islamic context.” Darr, Foreword, x. Ahmed also points out the inverse, that “Sufism—the theory and practice of holistic, experiential knowing of Divine Truth—was, for
over a millennium, a foundational, commonplace and institutionalized conceptual and social phenomenon in societies of Muslims.” Ahmed, What is Islam?, 20.
147 Stepien, “A Study of Sufi Poetics,” 111.
148 Keshavarz has written, “journeying with the birds entails re-imaging and re-imagining
the tale of our own journey and the opportunity to alter the course of the journey that is
life.” Keshavarz, “Flight of the Birds,” 116.
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